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INSIDE THE BOX

Continued from page 18—

so that actors from underrepresented segments of the
population could meet with and drop off pictures and
résumés for Off-Broadway producers, casting directors,
and artistic directors. “It’s a way to remind employers
that this is a new world and our diversity should be
reflected on our stages,” Boston says. He notes that all
Equity contracts include a nontraditional-casting clause.
“I have been here since 1992, and there are more
employment opportunities for actors of color,” he says.
“Are we where we really want to be? No, but that does
not negate the progress that has been made.”

The practice of nontraditional casting is not solely
about ignoring the specific ethnicity of an actor when
casting a role. Because of past practice to the contrary, it
has also applied to letting an actor play a role of his or her
own ethnicity. Many will recall the controversy in 1990
over the casting of Jonathan Pryce in the role of a
Eurasian in Miss Saigon. Twenty-two years earlier, Asian
actors protested the Broadway premiere of Flower Drum
Song, in which Caucasians were cast in Asian roles, but
the to-do passed with little ado. The Saigon dispute, on
the other hand, made headlines and highlighted how far
the industry needed to go toward full inclusion and
diversity. Although the show was not recast, tangible
gains were made through agreements with the manage-
ment to guarantee employment for Asian-Pacific Amer-
ican actors in subsequent productions. A few years later,
Broadway featured revivals of Flower Drum Song and The
King and I in which no Caucasian actors were cast in
Asian roles.

“I think that Miss Saigon was a great moment of
progress because it was a moment that heightened for all
of us our awareness,” says Mungioli. He quotes German

s

A scene from Flower Drum Song in 1961

philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer to illustrate how he
believes nontraditional casting will eventually become
accepted as the norm: “All truth goes through three
stages. First it is ridiculed. Then it is violently opposed.
Finally it is accepted as self-evident.” Mungioli recalls
the raised eyebrows when he cast Diahann Carroll in the
Toronto production of Sunser Boulevard. The character
of Norma Desmond, he explains, is one of the greatest
stars of all time, and she is dealing with her fear of aging.
“Having someone of the star power of Diahann Carroll
in that role was extraordinary, and that was only magni-
fied and enhanced by the fact that she was a woman of
color,” he says. “Our only barriers are the limits of our
own imagination. And since imagination is the stock and
trade of our business, it is surprising that the issue should
even come up.”

BrrIRMATIVE ACTING

Opportunities for actors of color in film and particu-

INSIDE THE BOX continues on page 22
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larly in television appear to be better, perhaps only
because of the greater number of roles available. Diver-
sity occurs when casting is open to all actors of all eth-
nicities and when roles are written with specific ethnic-
ities in mind. Here, too, change has come about within
the last decade. Talent agent Adam Lieblein, president
of Acme Talent & Literary in Los Angeles, recalls that
when he started his agency in 1993, even though studios
and networks were required by law to fill out affirmative
action reports on their hiring practices, the unvoiced
assumption was that agents were to submit Caucasian
actors unless the role specifically required otherwise.
“Now there is almost a 180 degree switch, and the
assumption is submit everything unless you are told
otherwise.” As a direct result of this, Lieblein reports,
“we have to sign more clients that are of different eth-
nicities, and we have to submit them within each role,
just to make sure that we are covered.”

Still, there is no telling how open the decision makers
may turn out to be. Manager Paulo Andrés of Link Tal-
ent Group in Los Angeles picks up a casting breakdown
that has just arrived on his desk: It calls for a2 mid-50s
male, alcoholic and described as attractive but wound-
ed. “It says nothing about his ethnic background,”
Andrés says. “But at the very
end it says the prototype is a
younger Nick Nolte. Obvious-
ly, they have identified him as
somebody who is white.”

Orion Barnes of the Rogers
Orion Talent Agency recalls
that when he started in the
business about five years ago,
actors just needed to look like
they were from a particular
region to play an ethnic-spe-
cific part. “Now it seems like
there are several roles on the
show The Shield, for instance,
where they want Armenian,

Orion Barnes

and you have to be Armen-
ian,” he says. Andrés’ client
Masi Oka recently earned a
spot on the freshman NBC
series Heroes, which pre-
miered Sept. 25. “This partic-
ular job was specifically writ-
ten for a Japanese actor who
spoke Japanese, and I had
him.” Another change Andrés
says he has noticed over the
past few years is that, whereas
15 or 20 years ago nearly all
ethnic-specific parts were
written in stereotypes, now
there is greater diversity in the
writing. He cites a Latina client in her early 40s who says
she books the “crying moms” all the time. “Today they
want to move on and show diversity in their work, not
necessarily in ethnic background,” he says. “They don’t
go around saying, ‘I want to be Pakistani or Italian.
They say, ‘I want to be a 42-year-old woman, and I want
to be Latina, because that’s who I am.” ”

The advice from everyone we talked to: Keep up your
training, and keep going to auditions. “I know that’s
easy for me to say, sitting up here in some office,” says
Boston. “Often the rejoinder we get is ‘No one showed
up.’ They need to see that you exist and that you have a
talent—if maybe not for this role, then for the next or
the one after that.” Telsey advises going to the audition
even if the casting notice doesn’t seem to allow for
diverse casting. “Be a professional about it, but educate
us as to who you are,” he says. “Don’t limit yourself
because we are limited.” Mungioli recommends getting
into NTCP’s Artist Files and says, “Don’t be afraid to
take roles that are racially specific.” A résumé that
includes the Broadway production of Miss Saigon, he
says, indicates credentials that may transfer to some-
thing different in a nontraditional-casting situation. He
notes, “When I look at a résumé of a person of color—
and this is something I have learned from the NTCP—
I am always aware that what is not on the résumé may
not represent a lack of talent, it may represent a lack of
opportunity.” <
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