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 Hello.  I’m Bob Bradley and this is THE 101, Intro to Theater and Drama Arts.  I am 

happy today to have as a guest, Jack Lauffer, actor.  Jack has appeared on stage, on film, 

and in television.  We’re gonna talk about all of those experiences he has had and to talk 

about the differences that he has found in working in each of those. 

 Welcome, Jack. 

L: This is your version of at the actors studio, right? 

B: That’s right. 

L: SMS version.  At the student union.  

B: Okay.  In workshops that you do with mostly young students or whatever, I 

have heard you explain to them — you have told them you are a working 

actor.  What does a working actor mean? 

L: It means most of the time you’re not working.  It means that I have finally, after 

years and years and years, been able to make a living at it, a living at acting.  I 

don’t have to rely on a secondary job — knock on wood because that all could 

change, God knows.  For the last — since about, oh, probably for about 15 years 

now, 16-17 years now, I’ve been able to make a living as an actor and I haven’t had 

to wait tables. 

A working actor is the guy who plays the supporting parts, you know, in films — you 

know, who people don’t 

know their names, you 

know — you know, the 

guest star on TV shows.  
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But, you know, when you 

walk through an airport 

people like look at you 

funny and go — you know, 

some of ‘em walk up to me 

and go, “Did we go to high 

school together?” and I go, 

“No, I don’t think so.”  One 

woman walked up and she 

goes, “Did you used to date 

my sister?”  I go, “No,” and 

she goes, “You look so 

familiar.”  And I go, “Well, 

sometimes I’m on TV.”  

And then they ask, 

“Anything I would’ve seen 

you in?”  Like I know what 

she watches.  And so then 

they make you go through 

the list of what you’ve been 

in and they go, “No, I 

don’t” — “Well, I was in 
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‘The Practice.’” “No, I 

haven’t seen that.”  “I was 

in this.”  “No, I haven’t seen 

that.”    So now I just 

say, you know, “Yeah, I 

dated your sister and she 

was a jerk.” 

B: Well, certainly at that point — 15 or more years ago you got to that particular 

position.  Let’s talk about how you got there, what did it take to get there.  

Let’s go back to when you left Springfield and at that point you went to New 

York.  And why did you decide to go to New York. 

L: Because I was trained in the theater and because all my friends were going to New 

York from college.  And, you know, we have stayed this tight community — you 

know, all the SMS alums — since then.  I mean, we’re all very, very tight friends 

and we’ve remained so.  And so we had a support group up there.  We went up 

there together, you know, from my class.  And that was the place to go.  I wanted to 

do theater and so that’s where I went. 

I went up there in 1977, ‘76, ‘77.  I had $1200 in my pocket and it took me forever to 

save that, and it lasted for six months.  Today is six minutes.  You couldn’t even — 

there’s no way a kid now could move to New York and live in Manhattan unless 

they have a trust fund, unless they’re supported by their parents and they’re rich. 

 Because a friend of mine just bought — just rented an apartment in New 
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York for $3200 a month, one bedroom, in Manhattan, and it’s no big deal.  So I tell 

kids now, “Don’t expect to live in Manhattan.  It’s not gonna happen.  You’re gonna 

be out in Jersey.  You’re gonna be out in Staten Island.  You’re gonna be in 

Queens and not the nice part of Queens.  You’re gonna be in Brooklyn and not the 

nice part of Brooklyn.” So it’s a whole different thing.  I mean, my apartment 

was $225 a month and it was great.  It was my one and only apartment in New 

York. 

B: And what — was it in rent control at that point or -- 

L: It was rent stabilized.  It could only go up a certain amount every three years or so.  

Our leases were three years long.  And when I left, it had just broke $400 a month 

and that’s unheard of for an apartment in New York.  Well, you’ve been there.  I 

had a 2-bedroom.  You know, it’s not the greatest thing, but it was a — you know, I 

miss it.  I miss it. 

B: And when you left — just for curiosity — at that point was the rent 

stabilization taken off or -- 

L: You know what?  If -- I know that they warehoused my apartment for awhile.  They 

didn’t let anybody move in.  And if you go in -- 

B: They were fumigating it from you -- 

L: That must be it.  From your visits.  They — if you leave it empty and renovate it, 

whatever — you know, whatever that is, then you can charge street level and it’s 

no longer rent stabilized.  And so I tried to keep it as long as I could after I moved to 

L.A.  I had a sublet in there and then after two years you’re not allowed to sublet 
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anymore and so I gave it up.  I gave it up kicking and screaming, but I had to give it 

up. 

B: All right.  Well, let’s back up.  You arrive in New York.  At this point, what did 

you do — when you arrived?  Before you even found your apartment. 

L: Before I found my apartment, friends of mine — Dale Hensely and Celia 

Sackaberry who also went to SMS — went up the month before and got an 

apartment.  And so I stayed with them until I got the apartment and there were six 

of us in this apartment until I got my apartment.  And  so I looked in the paper to find 

the apartment and it was misfiled under Brooklyn by mistake.  And I saw 85th and 

York, and I go, “That’s not Brooklyn.”  And so I called and — because you can’t get 

an apartment, nowadays especially, but back then you still couldn’t get an 

apartment in New York. 

So I rented an apartment with Cathy Ryder who was also from SMS.  We were 

roommates.  And then I knew I needed to get a part-time job because the $1200 

wasn’t gonna last forever.  So I got a job at an answering service which really dates 

me, because that was pre-voice mail.  It was an answering service.  And so I 

worked part-time at the answering service and I went and bought Backstage.  And 

I went to every little thing — audition that was listed in Backstage. 

B: You should explain what Backstage is. 

L: Backstage it the theater trade paper.  It comes out once a week and it has all sorts 

of theater news, and it has a section that lists all the stage auditions that are 

happening that week.  And you just go and you sign up with hundreds of other 
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people, and you pray that you get in, that you got there early enough so that they 

can still see you.  I wasn’t union at the time so I could only go to non-union things.  

And you pray that you get anything. 

And I finally — I think the second month up there I got an off off off off Broadway 

show called “Jonah” at a theater which is now the Jewish Rep.  It was always the 

Jewish Rep but now the Jewish Rep is a little bit fancier than when I did it.  And so 

I — that was the first thing I did in New York. 

B: And after that what happened?  How — okay.  When did you get your first 

paying job, acting job? 

L: Paying job.  Boy.  I moved up in October and I didn’t get a paying job until that 

summer.  A non-equity summer stock job in Summers Point, New Jersey, in this 

non-equity summer stock theater that was doing three shows and I think the pay 

was something like $80 a week which I was thrilled to get.  And we were there all 

summer.  They put us up in this — you know, they had the actors’ house which — 

good God, you know what that looked like but I didn’t care.  And that 

B: You were acting. 

L: I was acting.  I wasn’t answering telephones. 

B: Do you remember what shows you did? 

L: Yes.  I did “Godspell” again which we did here at SMS.  I did a different part.  I 

played Judas.  And I did Murray in “A Thousand Clowns.”  Non-equity, but, you 

know, Murray — I mean, really.  I was 20 years old and I was doing Murray.  It was 

ridiculous.  But that’s what I did that summer, yeah. 
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B: Okay.  And in the meantime you had kept your answering service job all this 

time or -- 

L: Well, yeah.  I mean, those jobs you could — you know, they only hire actors and 

they know that sometimes they have to let them go, and the ones that they like they 

make room for when you get back.  So I went back a little bit for a little while and 

then I started waiting tables which I found much more lucrative.  Plus it’s not sitting 

and answering phones all day.  At least you get to talk to live people. 

So then I started waiting tables and I was waiting tables for many, many, many, 

many, many, many years.  Many, many, many, many tables.  And I went from 

restaurants to a catering company which I helped run.  And it was so — this was in 

the early ‘80s when corporate parties in New York were like going nuts.  And they 

were throwing money everywhere and it got to the point where I was always at 

parties and I wasn’t even pursuing acting.  And I had to say, “Wait a second.  What 

did I come — I mean, I’m having a great time in New York, but what did I come up 

here for?”  So I had to put the brakes on that a little and start acting again or trying 

to act again. 

B: What was your first equity acting job? 

L: It was “The Robber Bridegroom” at the Ford Theater. 

B: The Ford theater in Washington, DC? 

L: In Washington, DC, where Lincoln was shot.  Yeah, that was my first equity job.  

And, oh God, I was just so thrilled.  You get paid what?  You know, and from then I 

was able — once I joined equity, I was able to join SAG -- 
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B: That’s Screen Actors Guild. 

L: Screen Actors Guild.  Those were the days where after a year or so you could join 

one union of you belonged to another performing union.  You can’t do that 

anymore.  And so I joined SAG and I was able to do extra work in New York which 

was invaluable to me, you know.  Because I became — I was an extra on “The 

Raging Bull,” you know, for like three weeks and I got to watch, you know, 

Scorsese direct and I got to watch DeNiro act and what he did.  So when I got — 

when the camera was in front of me, I knew a  little of what to do.  I wasn’t — you 

know, by watching these guys. 

And I was Sidney Lumet’s lighting double for “Daniel,” for John Rubinstein, all his 

scenes.  I stood there while they lit the scene -- because I was about the same 

height and the same coloring — while they lit the scene and they adjusted the 

camera.  And I paid attention and I learned.  And also I got paid a SAG salary which 

was years toward my pension.  It got me insurance and it was really invaluable. 

Nowadays — and in New York they know that actors do extra work.  In L.A. you 

cannot be an extra if you want to act because there’s a stigma.  Once you’re an 

extra, you stay an extra.  So it’s very difficult to do that in L.A. 

B: Okay.  You said something interesting.  You said you watched and you 

learned.  Okay.  Can you tell us what you think you learned or — I mean, do 

you -- 

L: Well, I learned — I was watching DeNiro do some scenes from “Raging Bull” and I 

was just lookin’ at him.  And I’m used to stage acting, you know, going “He’s so 
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still,” you know.  And it’s all right up here.  And look at that.  He has to hit his mark 

and he has to hit his mark right there.  He goes over a little bit. 

B: You should explain what you mean by “mark.” 

L: A mark is where — like if I’m crossing from here to there and talking to somebody, 

I have to hit it by the centimeter.  I have to hit that -- 

B: It’s literally a place on the floor? 

L: It’s a place on the floor and it is marked.  It is marked if that part of the floor is not 

part of the scene, then they mark it with a little X, a little T, and you have to hit that 

mark.  You have to walk, not look down, not look at your mark, and hit your mark 

and you have to hit it exactly.  Because if you’re just a couple of centimeters to the 

left, you’re out of camera.  A couple of centimeters to the right, you’re out of the 

light, you know, and the scene’s no good.  And it doesn’t matter how good you 

were acting, they can’t use it. 

B: So that’s when they -- 

L: Shoot it again.  That’s when they shoot it again.  And sometimes you hit your mark 

and they’re off and you were great but they can’t use it.  So it’s a miracle when any 

kind of performance happens in the film, I think. 

B: Well, I know at one time while you were still in New York, you were doing a 

lot of commercials.  How did you get into the commercial business? 

L: Well, you know, I — they always told me — everybody always told me that I was a 

character actor and I’d have to reach a certain age before I would start working, 

you know, and, you know, in my early ‘20s it wasn’t gonna happen.  And back then 
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they were right.  Nowadays, in you early ‘20s, that’s when it’s happening, you know.  

Just my luck, yeah.  Nowadays all the parts are for kids.  All of ‘em.  And every 

once in awhile they throw in a parent — but, you know, not as a regular. 

And so once I reached 30, you know, I kind of became the dad and became, you 

know, the befuddled businessman, and I finally had a look that was commercial.  

And I started doing pretty many commercials and it really, really subsidized the 

theater career.  And that helped me wean myself off the waiting tables because I 

was able to make a living doing commercials. 

B: Okay.  Maybe you should explain how that subsidization works. 

L: What you get paid for a commercial? 

B: Right.  And how you continue to get paid. 

L: They’re great.  Commercials are great.  You work for a day or two — you know, first 

of all, it’s not you work — people think that.  You have to audition for so many 

commercials before you book one, and so that’s all part of it, too.  You go through 

many days and days and days of auditions and you get rejected two or three times 

a day, you know, and you have to learn not to take it personally. 

And so finally I — you know, I booked one and it was a really good one.  My first 

one was a Budweiser one and I played a jazz musician.  I don’t know why, but I 

played a saxophonist.  And I shot it and you get — you know, back then I think you 

got like $350 for shooting it.  And then the mailbox money comes and you get — 

and all of a sudden I walk out to my mailbox and there’d be residual checks.  Every 

time it’s on the air, nationally, you get a residual.  Even if you’re just on a little flash, 
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you get a residual.  And you get a residual if it’s on nationally and you get paid if it’s 

on in the region.  Like if it’s on the 10 o’clock news here in Springfield, you get a 

certain fee for that every 13 weeks.  And if you have two or three commercials 

going, that could be pretty lucrative.  I made — you know, commercials don’t run as 

well as they did back then now, but I made a pretty decent living for awhile in New 

York doing commercials.  I really did. 

B: And, of course, most commercials are, what, 20 seconds, 30 seconds? 

L: 30 seconds. 

B: 30 seconds.  And you do all of this in one day? 

L: Most of the time.  Sometimes it’s more than one day.  But most of the time it’s all 

one day.  I did — I was the spokesman for Nissan for awhile and I did a whole 

series of commercials, and for that they actually flew me to L.A. and we shot it 

there.  We shot like six commercials in a little over a week.  And that was also radio 

spots we did then and print ads and — you know, it just goes on and on.  That pays 

really nice.  It really does.  And then you can do your theater for free and not be so 

scared or you can do a regional theater and get paid — not too much ‘cause they 

don’t pay you much.  You can do, you know, Shakespeare out in Cincinnati and not 

worry about, you know, what’s gonna happen if you can’t pay the rent, you know. 

B: So, then, at that point it allowed you to devote yourself to finding theater 

work?  And at this point, of course, you are an equity actor.  But at this point 

it means if you accept any theater work, it must meet a certain basic scale? 

L: It’s got to be union.  You can’t scab.  I mean, there are people who do that, but you 
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shouldn’t do that.  I mean, you shouldn’t — once you’re in the union, you should 

take union jobs. 

B: But by having the assurance that the commercials checks are going to 

arrive, you can afford to build your resume? 

L: Yeah.  I mean, I did a tour of “The Immigrant” that came to Springfield, actually, 

and I did “Driving Miss Daisy” and “Columbus,” and I did — you know, I did 

“Hamlet” in Massachusetts.  I’d go to the regional theaters and you don’t get paid a 

lot, and most of the times you’re not gone long enough — you’re gone about a 

couple of months, not long enough to be able to sublet your apartment so you’re 

also paying rent.  Apartments are golden, especially my apartment.  You cannot 

lose you apartment in New York.  You cannot or else, you know, you end up in 

Staten Island. 

B: So all of this regional theater work — what did it do for you?  Build your 

resume, but what else? 

L: Well, work begets work.  Every time you work you meet people that give you work 

later on and it happens all the time.  And you get to act.  I mean, you know, you get 

to do plays by playwrights that — you don’t get that kind of writing on TV, usually, 

and it was wonderful.  And you meet people that will help you later on.  Always. 

B: Actors really don’t talk about acting and certainly they don’t talk about 

acting two weeks much.  But let’s talk about acting.  What -- 

L: I don’t think you can teach it. 

B: Oh, all right. 
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L: You know, shut down this college.  I -- 

B: Well, you learned something here. 

L: That’s not true.  You do learn lots of things here.  You do — I mean, in my 

education it was invaluable.  But I think you either have that gift or you don’t.  You 

either can do it or not.  What a teacher can do or what a coach can do or what a 

director can do is give you the permission to go for certain spaces.  Say, you know, 

“It’s okay if you go here,” you know, or “Why don’t you try this?” if you hadn’t 

thought about going to this certain spot or to this certain space within you. 

Because all of that is within you, you know.  You always play yourself.  And those 

that say they don’t play themselves are lying.  That idea that you transform into 

another person and become this other person is bull.  I think the art of acting is 

being able to bring yourself and your life experience and your humanity to a role.  

And your life experience and humanity, you know, layered with Neil Simon’s life 

experience and humanity hopefully becomes art — you know, becomes acting.  

And, you know, they say, “What about Meryl Streep and what about Dustin 

Hoffman?”  Dustin Hoffman played himself sometimes with a limp, you know.  

Meryl Streep plays herself sometimes with an accent.  But it’s all who she is.  She 

brings who she is to the role.  And to bring yourself to the role, you have to know 

yourself.  And not only know yourself, you have to be willing to expose that and 

that’s the hard part.  That’s what a coach can help you do.  That’s what a teacher 

can help you do — a director, a shrink can help you do — to be able to go to the 

places that you want to cover, that you don’t want to expose because it’s painful.  
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It’s — you know, you don’t want anybody to see those things.  But you have to go 

there or else, you know, go sell real estate. 

B: Have you ever found yourself turning down a role because you didn’t want 

to go where the role was going? 

L: No.  I don’t turn down — it’s hard to turn down roles, actual offers.  I turn down 

auditions sometimes ‘cause then I don’t really lose the job.  But if they actually call 

in with an offer, I can’t turn it down no matter what.  I mean, you know, I’ll go 

anywhere for money.  I’m a whore. 

B: Well, let’s back up to the audition stage.  At that point, then, if you turn down 

an audition — one, why do you turn down auditions?  Let’s just leave that 

open. 

L: Why would I turn down an audition these days?  Okay.  If I find — if I find what the 

role says or what the piece says offensive, I won’t do it.  You know, offensive to me 

politically, offensive to me, you know, just on a humanitarian level, I won’t do it.  

You know, I won’t audition for it.  It’s — and also, you know, I’ve been kickin’ 

around this business for 25 years now, you know.  If somebody calls and asks me 

to audition for a two-line part now on, you know, “Murder She Wrote” — oh, that’s 

no longer on, but, you know, on that -- 

B: And you were on “Murder She Wrote”? 

L: And I was on “Murder She Wrote.”  I didn’t have much more than two lines.  No, I 

had a nice part on “Murder She Wrote.”  Then, you know, it doesn’t help me.  It 

doesn’t help me.  Because, you know, I fought tooth and nail to get to a certain 
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level and God knows it’s not the level that many people are on, but it would only do 

me wrong — or do me harm to take those kinds of parts. 

 And so why else would I turn down an audition?  If I — you know, somebody 

asked me to audition for a play that was out of town and I didn’t want to go out of 

town, you know.  Just stuff like that.  But mostly it’s because something about the 

material offends me and I don’t want to be a part of it. 

B: Let’s jump a step.  You’ve accepted the role, you’re now working on it.  Okay.  

Where do you start? 

L: Depends on what it is.  Where do I start with the character? 

B: Yeah. 

L: Boy, I tell you it’s so different.  Because with a film, with “Lost in Yonkers,” that was 

a Pulitzer prize winning play.  You know, it won the Tony award.  It was a play that 

I read and I saw many times.  I knew the character and it was very — the character 

was very familiar to me.  It was well written.  And then I could do some research on 

the period.  I could do some research on the regionalisms of the character to try to 

get the voice right.  But with television they write these things the day before you’re 

on the set many times and so you don’t know what you’re playing. 

B: Okay.  We should say — okay.  One, “Lost in Yonkers” was a film. 

L: “Lost in Yonkers” was the film version of Neil Simon’s play. 

B: And you were cast in the film version? 

L: I was cast in the film version and I couldn’t get an audition for the play version. 

B: Oh.  Okay.  All right.  And so then you were cast in the film? 
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L: I was cast in the film. 

B: All right.  And what happened then?  What did you do once you knew you 

were cast in the film?  Was the play still running? 

L: No.  I had seen the play in New York before and I was in L.A. already.  And the play 

had closed actually already.  It wasn’t in New York anymore.  And I read in the 

trades that they were doing a film version of it and I hounded my agent daily to get 

me in.  And it wasn’t happening and it wasn’t happening, and I would hound her 

and I would hound her, and finally I got an appointment. 

And something about the part I connected to.  It’s — you know, it’s no coincidence 

that I have a schizophrenic brother who lives in a halfway house.  I’m the — my 

parents are German Jews.  It’s very similar to the play.  There’s a mentally deficient 

sister.  This German Jewish grandmother — it was my mother.  And I connected to 

the material and they saw that, you know, at the audition.  I just connected to it.  

And it’s no coincidence that I had that history.  It’s also no coincidence that I did a 

movie called “The Men Who Captured Eichmann” with Robert Duvall.  And that 

was about the trial of Adolph Eichmann after he escaped Germany after World War 

II — the Nazi — and moved to Buenos Aires.  And the Israelis went over to kidnap 

him and bring him back to Israel for trial.  And my mother as a little girl in Budapest 

was in a camp and she’d see Adolph Eichmann every day.  Every day he would 

parade around the kids in the camp.  And something about the material if I 

auditioned there — something about the material I connected to. 

And that’s why I say you play yourself and bring yourself and you bring your life 
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experiences and you bring your own humanity to a role.  It’s not a coincidence that 

I happened to play in that film.  I don’t think so.  It — I connected to it somehow. 

B: Well, let’s — the Eichmann film.  Let’s jump to it or whatever for the moment.  

At the point you actually went — the whole company was taken to Buenos 

Aires and how long were you there? 

L: Three months. 

B: Three months.  And what kind of working schedule — shooting schedule did 

you have? 

L: Well, it changed daily, you know.  When I first got the shooting schedule I had all 

these days off.  I thought, “Oh, my God.  I can go to Rio.  I can go to Diego del 

Fuero for a couple of days.”  But we got way, way, way behind and they started 

putting me in other scenes that I wasn’t in originally.  And so I worked almost every 

day for three months. 

B: Okay.  You say “putting you in.”  At this point they began rewriting? 

L: They began rewriting and they were really good about actors’ suggestions.  Arliss 

Howard, who was in it with me, and Duvall thought of other scenes that might work 

in place of scenes, and I became — and I was in those scenes.  Or they thought, 

you know, my character should be in this scene and he wasn’t written in this scene, 

and so they put me in the scene and the writer was in Buenos Aires with us and 

wrote me into the scene. 

B: And so at this point, what, one morning you’d be given lines you were going 

to shoot that day? 
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L: It happens all the day.  That’s why I say it’s so different with stage.  Because you 

have a script, it stays a script — usually, unless you’re doing a new play.  It stays a 

script.  But with film you never know one day to the next.  And film is good.  With 

television you really don’t know.  With television — I was on “L.A. Law” — I was a 

lawyer on “L.A. Law” and I had my script.  And when they gave me my script, you 

know, like five days ahead of time -- and that was great for David Kelly, you know, 

to get a script five days ahead of time. 

So I — and I had a four-page summation and I go, “Oh, thank God I got this four 

days ahead of time.”  So I worked like Hell and memorized it.  I worked on it and — 

you know, and I had to be on the set at 7 o’clock in the morning.  Nine p.m. the 

night before, the messenger comes to my door with rewrites for the summation.  It 

was completely rewritten.  I had to stay up all night and unlearn what I learned and 

relearn what they just sent.  And I didn’t get any sleep and looked like Hell for the 

actual shoot, but you had to do it.  You had to do it.  And it happens all the time.  It 

happens more often than it doesn’t. 

This part in “Crossing Jordan” that I’m doing now, which is a TV show.  I did the last 

two or three -- 

B: Oh, you had real difficulties with Part 1? 

L: Well, Part 1, yeah.  I didn’t -- 

B: Six words.  Real difficult with -- 

L: That was easy.  But they wrote the character and they don’t know — they didn’t 

know did I really kill her?  Did I not kill her?  Do I know who killed her mother?  Do 



THE 101 Lecture 19 19 
 

I not know who killed her mother?  You know, and all that’s gonna be resolved next 

season.  And you don’t know what to play, you know, so you just close your eyes, 

say the lines, and hope for the best.  The writers don’t know where they’re going 

with it yet. 

B: So at this point you’ve done two episodes of that and you know you’re 

coming back — at least supposedly you’re gonna come back -- 

L: Well, I have to come back for awhile because that’s what the last episode was.  

Because they’re out searching for me and I’ve — you know, right now I’m a psycho 

killer.  I think I did it.  I don’t know.  Maybe I didn’t.  So I think I’m gonna meet a very 

gruesome end sometime, but I -- 

B: At some point. 

L: At some point in the season, but I hope it’s a long, painful death.  Many, many, 

many episodes.  I hope I hope from place to place and they can’t find me for 

awhile. 

B: It’s like that — oh, what was that series that was on?  No, I’m thinking of the 

one — the FBI agent who had the clairvoyant knowledge.  She would sort of 

go -- 

L: “The Profiler.” 

B: “The Profiler.” 

L: Like Dennis Christopher on “The Profiler,” yes. 

B: He went, what, two seasons? 

L: Oh, he did.  Yeah, it was great.  And they didn’t even shoot him.  It was just his 
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voice and his hands, you know.  He could look Hell and not care.  He could roll right 

outta bed to work.  I could kind of do that in this part, too, though.  I looked a little 

scary. 

B: To see if you could do this, huh?  Just keep it going for as long as the 

series keeps on. 

L: You want me to tapdance?  I’ll tapdance, yeah.  I don’t care. 

B: Okay.  Let’s — okay.  When you’re in the theater, you have a script.  You 

have the entirety.  You know where it begins, you know where it ends.  What 

do you do when you don’t know these things?  What — you said shut your 

eyes and just -- 

L: And just hope for the best.  You know what?  You have to have — you have to 

make something up and you just pray that it’s the right thing.  And if it’s not, you 

know, it’s their fault for telling you.  So you have to have some plan or some 

journey of what this guy is and what he did do.  And hopefully the choices I 

made — not knowing, but I made the choices anyway — well help them decide 

what’s gonna happen.  Otherwise, it’s this big general thing and you don’t — it’s 

nothing.  You just say the lines. 

B: Right.  And so at this point what you’re — actually, you’re hoping the writers 

saw what you did and maybe will take some clues from it? 

L: Well, you know, I’m saying they don’t know where it’s going.  They didn’t tell me.  

They didn’t tell me for sure what is happening.  They 

probably know.  They just didn’t want to commit 
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themselves to it.  So I don’t know how much I would 

help the writers, but maybe they said, “Okay.  He made 

that choice.  That is an interesting place to go.  Okay.  

Let’s do that.  Let’s do that for awhile and we’ll see how 

that works.”   And we start up again the week 

after the 4th of July so it’s soon. 

B: In the theater you’ve got this — what do you do — what kind of work do you 

do when you know you’ve got that entirety in front of you as different -- 

L: And you not only have that entirety in front of you, you have a rehearsal process 

where you can try so many things and see what feels good and see what doesn’t 

and see what works with the other person, you know.  If you’re lucky, you have 

several weeks of a rehearsal process. 

B: Let’s come back in just a moment.  One question.  For film and for television, 

what do you get in terms of rehearsal? 

L: You don’t. 

B: You don’t.  What do you mean by you don’t? 

L: You don’t get a rehearsal.  “Lost in Yonkers” was an exception.  We did two weeks 

of rehearsal before we shot any film and that basically was for the kids ‘cause the 

kids hadn’t done the part before. 

B: The small boys? 

L: Yeah.  And for Irene and Mercedes because they had to tone down their 

performance.  They had both done the stage version and both won Tonys for it, 
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and were playing their parts at the Richard Rogers Theater, you know, with — I 

don’t know — 1200 seats, and now they had to bring it down to the camera which is 

hard to do.  And so they needed the time to work with Martha Kulerts, the director, 

and bring it down. 

B: Did they — in that rehearsal, did they do any, well, shooting with the camera 

just to let them see what they were doing? 

L: Basically, for your performance — and it was basically for Neil Simon who was 

there to see what might work.  The screenplay was changing as well.  Because he 

had to adapt his play to a screenplay.  He’s done that many times, but it’s different, 

you know.  Whereas my character had this huge monologue that went on for pages 

at the beginning of the play.  All that was in silence in the car.  And it had to be 

visual and it had to be on my face and it had to be, you know, the whole monologue. 

So the screenplay is entirely different. 

But you were talking about rehearsals for television.  You get there, you know, and 

you shoot maybe — you shoot a scene.  And you get up there and you do the 

scene, and you kind of feel out where you might want to go with it, and then you do 

it once for the cameras so they can see and they know how to light it.  And then 

maybe the director gives you a little bit of acting — saying, you know, “Try this and 

that and that” — and then you shoot it.  You don’t get a rehearsal.  You very rarely 

get a rehearsal and if you do, it’s for the camera.  It’s not for you.  It’s not for you. 

B: It at least allows you to feel out what other actors are going to be doing in 

the scene? 
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L: Right.  And during the time before the rehearsal, you walk around and see what 

feels good.  And the director says, “Okay, that does work” or “Okay, that doesn’t 

work.”  And after they’ve figured out what does work, you know, the guy follows you 

around with the tape to see where you stop.  He marks that spot and so that’s the 

spot you have to hit when you actually shot.  And then you go and get made up 

while the lighting double comes in and stands on that spot, while the camera gets 

ready to shoot and the lighting gets ready to shoot and the sound gets ready to 

shoot, and you come out and you do it. 

B: Maybe — and you’ve referred to this.  In fact, you said you have done this at 

one point.  Maybe you should explain what you mean by “a lighting double.” 

L: I was — John Rubinstein was one of the leads in “The Book of Daniel” directed by 

Sidney Lumet and it was just that.  It was just John Rubinstein and Mandy Patankin 

and — the actors in the thing would get up, do the scene, figure out how they’re 

gonna go, where they’re gonna go, where they’re gonna walk.  Sidney Lumet says, 

“:Good.  That’s good.”  And wherever they walk I had to look and it was marked 

finally.  I had to stand there while that spot gets lit. 

B: And you’re being paid to do this? 

L: I’m being paid to do this.  Yeah, I’m being paid to do this.  And, you know, I’m 

working with Sidney Lumet, you know, which is great.  And, you know -- 

B: Literally, you’re standing there while at this point -- 

L: They’re lighting around me. 

B: And how long — and this could be -- 
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L: It could be hours. 

B: It really can be. 

L: It can be hours.   

B: This is when the actors are in their trailers or whatever. 

L: Right.  They’re learning lines or they’re in their trailers waiting.  It could be — you 

know, it could be a long, long time.  And then you have to shoot the reversal.  And 

so this part of the set has to come down, you know, or this part of the set has to 

come down.  They have to build this part of the set because that’s where the 

camera was.  They didn’t have it then.  And so that takes forever to turn around.  It 

takes forever. 

B: And this may be, what, a 5-minute scene, 10-minute scene? 

L: For films, 5 minutes — you know, for films you shoot about three pages a day.  

B: Which is about how many minutes? 

L: Oh, God.  It depends.  But it takes forever to do.  You know, people, when we were 

shooting “Lost in Yonkers,” would stand around and watch ‘cause they thought, oh, 

this would be exciting and they got so bored.  It’s like watching paint dry.   It’s just so 

boring.  It’s boring.  It’s not — you know, everybody thinks it’s so glamorous and 

mostly it’s just waiting around for them to get ready.  And then you have to be ready 

and then boom, you have to do it. 

And you have to do the same thing the whole day, time after time after time after 

time.  Because they shoot a closeup of you, then they shoot a medium shot of you, 

then they shoot a longshot of you, and then they shoot whoever you’re in the scene 
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with.  And you have to do it and you have to be in the same emotional place to give 

to them.  And you’re doing this hundreds, sometimes, of times a day and it’s really, 

really hard. 

Then with “Lost in Yonkers,” my big emotional scene in “Lost in Yonkers” — they 

shot everybody and then they shot me.  I was the last one.  And so I’d been doing 

this all day and I was jammed emotionally.  And so we had to stop.  Irene Worth 

and I — I’ll be forever grateful to her — did an improv and we were just doing an 

improv on the film about our relationship.  And she would say, “You know, you 

were such a baby and you always are,” and then that was our relationship.  And 

she was mean to me and she got me to the place. 

B: Now, this is when they were getting ready to shoot you? 

L: Yes.  Because they shot everybody — the kids, Mercedes.  We were there — you 

know, by that time we were probably there 14 hours that day.  And then they get 

me and it’s my scene.  And I had to be there emotionally for Irene, for Mercedes, 

for the kids — you know, for the longshot, for the  short shot, for the master, for 

this — I had to be there.  You know, you don’t have to do it full out every time.  But 

when it’s Mercedes’ closeup, you have to do it ‘cause she has to react to you.  You 

have to do it full out, you know.  And you do it over and over and over again.   

And so I was saying we did an improv and then Martha Coolidge was smart 

enough to start rolling during the improv -- 

B: Martha Coolidge was the director? 

L: Was the director — to start rolling during the improv.  And she didn’t tell me.  She 
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just, you know, “Roll the film, roll the film.”  And we started a scene and that’s the 

take she used.  And I’ll be forever grateful to Irene  Worth for that, yeah. 

B: Yeah, what a wonderful thing.  Okay.   

L: I mean, she just started doing it.  We didn’t say, “Let’s do an improv.”  She just 

started screaming at me and yelling at me and belittling me.  And then I — you 

know. 

B: Besides that, she’s a formidable — was a formidable individual anyway. 

L: She’s the grande dame.  I mean, not only is she Irene Worth and not only is she my 

wicked mother, but she’s Irene Worth at the same time, you know, who’s the 

grande dame of the American theater, you know.  And so talk about intimidating.  

Woooo. 

B: And so at that point the cameras just caught you at the right point? 

L: At the right point and that’s what was on the film. 

B: All right.  Let’s talk a little bit about what is — what, then, is sort of the luxury 

of theater rehearsals as different from the ones we’ve talked about? 

L: Well, theater rehearsals, you know, you have the luxury of the time and of the 

exploration, and of trying this and trying that.  And then when you’re performing, 

you only have to do it once.  You do it once a night. 

B: You do it once that day or whatever. 

L: Once that day.  But you only have to do it once.  You don’t have to do it hundreds 

and hundreds of times. 

B: Or twice a day. 
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L: Right.  Or twice a day.  And, you know, it’s much, much more of a collaboration and 

the director plays much more of a part in stage and certainly in television.  Because 

in television they basically direct the camera.  Once in awhile you get a Martha 

Coolidge.  Once in awhile you get a really good television director who knows how 

to talk to actors and knows what they’re doing.  But most of the time they’re 

directing the camera or they say, you know, “Faster.”  Or they say “You missed 

your mark” or they say, you know, “A little bit more energy” — you know, whatever 

that means. 

And so you actually have the benefit of a director, so it’s your performance with a 

director’s — you know, his take on the thing on top of that.  And, you know, with the 

playwright’s take on the thing on top of that.  It’s much more a layered thing, I think, 

and it ends up being a much more interesting performance. 

B: Okay.  Well, professional theater rehearsals will vary but you will get, what, 

two weeks, three weeks -- 

L: It does vary.  I mean, if you’re working on a new play with, you know, some kind of 

a budget, you get a little bit longer.  Yeah.  If you’re hired to do a regional theater 

production of misalliance, you get about three weeks. 

B: And essentially a rehearsal day is 8 hours a day for 5 days a week, 6 days a 

week?  So you do this for 2 -1/2 to 3 weeks? 

L: Right.  And you have a production usually.  That’s just about enough time.  You 

know, sometimes you have to do it — you know, I guess they still do week stock.  I 

don’t know.  Where you’re performing a show and learning it at the same time, 
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rehearsing a show at the same time.  That’s rough.  But I don’t think that’s common 

anymore.  I think for plays you get at least 2-1/2 or 3 weeks. 

B: And so — okay.  Now, what kinds of things do you explore — you, 

yourself — during this rehearsal period?  What do you do? 

L: Oh, it’s different for different things.  You know, I don’t have a specific way I work.  

It’s different for every part.  Some parts I don’t have to do a lot of exploring.  It just 

happens, you know.  It’s just there.  It’s all there.  And sometimes I have -- 

B: Okay.  How do you know it’s there? 

L: I don’t know how to explain it.  You just know it’s there.  You just know it’s there.  

You just fly with it and — you know, yes, you can do research, you know, if it’s a 

historical thing.  But you know — if you know yourself, you know what you have to 

do to get to certain places.  You know what you have to do.  You know where you 

have to go.  Sometimes it just comes second nature and you don’t have to do — it 

just happens. 

So many times the work is just memorizing the lines and doing it.  Many times it’s 

not.  Many times, you know, you have to actually — you have to really, really break 

down the script into beats.  You do this anyway, but really break down the scenes 

into beats and what is happening. 

B: And we should at least explain that a beat is a kind of structure or unit within 

the play that an actor uses -- 

L: And everybody has their own definition of a beat, you know.  I try to — most of the 

time I try to separate the script into things that are fact, that are just fact, that I say 
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as opposed to things I say because of need or things I say because of character.  

Character is if I cover something with sarcasm.  It’s a little combination of character 

and need but I cover it with sarcasm.  That’s my character.  That’s what I do.  Need 

is, you know, what I need to happen and fact is just, you know — I went to the store 

at 7 o’clock, you know.  So that’s what I do. 

B: Okay.  When you know it’s all there, do you ever find that because of what 

someone else is doing who’s playing opposite you that you — what kind of 

adjustments -- do you have to make adjustments and -- 

L: Sometimes. 

B: When you do, how do you make these adjustments or what do you do? 

L: It’s still all there.  You just make it — I mean, you’re still that same person and you 

just — hopefully, you’re free enough that you adjust to whatever they’re doing, you 

know.  And that’s the beauty of it all.  Because, you know, you don’t go in with any 

preconceived idea of exactly what the character does.  You just know who the 

character is.  Then you can riff with somebody and that’s the beauty of it all, you 

know, when that happens.  And you’re actually in the moment and hopefully, you 

can do it, you know, eight times a week. 

B: You’ve alluded to this earlier, but why are you an actor? 

L: Because I can’t do anything else.  Honestly.  I don’t think I could do anything else 

and it’s the only thing I know how to do and love doing it.  I’ve been kickin’ around 

this long, I’m not gonna give up now. 

B: Why did you make the choice to start with? 
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L: When did I make the choice? 

B: When and why. 

L: It was here at SMS.  It was here at SMS.  I was going to go into advertising.  And I 

got here — and I did, you know, a couple of things in high school.  I was in the muni 

opera when I was 11 years old, you know — the only Jewish VonTrapp kid ever.  

But I got here and I auditioned for a play, and I thought this was where I belonged.  

This is what I’m meant to do, you know.  And I found out that I was good at it and I 

loved doing it, and I really didn’t love doing anything else.  And you get an amazing 

education here at SMS.  You really, really, really do.  Granted, all the teachers I 

had are gone.  You’re the last one — and you’re gone.  You’re almost gone.  You’re 

next to gone. 

B: Living on in this tape or something. 

L: You will live on forever.  Alive in the Student Union with Bob Bradley.  But, yeah, 

my years here decided this is what I needed to do and this is what I love to do. 

B: Thank you, Jack.  Thank you very much.  It’s been a wonderful time. 

L: Thank you.  I enjoyed it. 

 

 


