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Charlie Sandlan (00:03):
Friendships. Man, they make life a lot sweeter, don't they? And if you're lucky you have a couple of those that are the ride-or-dies. The ones that you would take a bullet for, the ones that if they called you at two o'clock in the morning you'd be packing the bag, hopping on a plane to wherever they were, they needed you. And for many of us, those friendships are forged in our early creative journey, right? Whether that's undergrad, grad school, a conservatory program, working on a production together, collaborating in some way, the bonding that can happen between you and your fellow classmates and actors can be profound. What you've watched each other do, what you've shared with each other, the ups and downs. And if you're lucky, you get to watch one of those ride-or-dies fulfill their dreams. That collective dream that you all have when you started out to be working as a professional actor, to make the money, to have the security. We all dream about that.
Charlie Sandlan (01:15):
And I've been fortunate enough to watch that happen with one of my very best friends. Now, I remember back in 2005, living in LA, sitting in my apartment with my former girlfriend, Andrea Andrews, who was also a classmate of mine at Rutgers. And we were watching the Oscars with Mike Colter. One of my very best friends, fellow classmates, Million Dollar Baby had been nominated for best picture. And we were jumping up and down and all of a sudden we hear Clint Eastwood thank Mike Colter for his work and we lost our shit, we couldn't believe it. And for the next 15 years I have watched my best friend carve out an exceptional career. Mike Colter comes on today to share his thoughts about acting. So put the phone back in your pocket. Creating Behavior starts now.
Charlie Sandlan (02:33):
Well, hello my fellow daydreamers. You know what's crazy about that Million Dollar Baby job that Colter booked, that was off of a self-tape. He puts himself on tape, sends it out to LA and doesn't hear another thing for weeks. It could have been a couple of months, I can't remember. But there was no callback, he didn't get flown out to LA. There weren't producers sessions, he didn't test. Out of the clear blue he gets a call and his agent says, "Hey, Clint saw your tape. He liked it. You've got the job." Next thing you know he's flying out to LA to train in a boxing gym and get ready for what would be an Oscar winning film. Man, we were so excited, it was such a thrill when that happened. We were so happy for him. Do you know, we were struggling, grinding it out, survival jobs.
Charlie Sandlan (03:23):
He's going to talk about the jobs he's had. Working as a waiter, a day laborer, working in a home for disabled children. The guy has done it all. And the one thing he didn't do was quit. And he's carved out a hell of a lot of work. My God, The Following. American Horror Story, Ringer. The television that he did, about the role of Lemond Bishop on The Good Wife, a well-dressed well-educated businessman who also happens to sell drugs. It was supposed to be a small little part, one or two episodes, and it became a recurring role over many, many seasons of that show. And then he ends up in Jessica Jones and then he's number one on the call sheet. Luke Cage. What's that like? Right? To be one of the call sheet. We're going to talk about that.
Charlie Sandlan (04:17):
What are the expectations? What do you learn about yourself? About how to carry a show. What you got to do. What's the importance of training. What's stuck with you. We're going to talk about all those subjects and we're going to talk about his new show, Evil on CBS. If you haven't seen it, it's like a spin on the X-Files, only a little bit more religious in the occult and demons and evil spirits. He plays a priest in training, David Acosta, and he works opposite Katja Herbers. Season two's getting shot right now, it's going to drop here in the spring. So we're going to talk about his experience on that, and he's got some really straightforward no bullshit opinions about the business, about acting, about managing your career, about staying in the game and about making it through the struggles and the rejection. I started off by asking him what it felt like to have your dreams come true, what does that feel like, to fulfill this vision you had of a career back when you were 18, 19, 20 years old? And this is how we started off our conversation.
Mike Colter (05:46):
I think had you asked me this before anything was happening, before I was starting to work consistently, I would have said sure. That would have been it. But I guess what happens is as you get in the business, I think the dream changes, I think your idea of what the dream is or success or whatever you want changes. Because you're getting the business and you either appreciate things differently or you set a different goal. I know actors like this, they're really talented actors, but sometimes you get into film and television, you don't get the roles that allow you to really stretch. So therefore you're not really challenging yourself as an artist. As long as you can find a way to keep the needle moving and always doing that I think you can be happy.
Mike Colter (06:29):
Because I think when I first got into the business, it was like, okay, I need to be working consistently And I'll get myself on a show, do some movies, and I think that I'd be happy. I think that's what happens. I think you get in a business and it becomes a routine, but you don't want to feel like you've arrived. Because once you feel like you've arrived somewhere, then what do you do next? So I don't ever want to feel like I arrived. I feel like really a work in progress. When you talk about knowing me for 22, 23 years, I didn't start working consistently. I was working in restaurants. I was 32. So for me-
Charlie Sandlan (07:04):
Talking about struggle, people they look at actors and they go, "Oh man. They just got it made." They just came out of nowhere. They have no idea that you've been grinding some shit out for decades.
Mike Colter (07:18):
Oh. I did-
Charlie Sandlan (07:18):
And you struggled man, I mean we all did when we first got out of school.
Mike Colter (07:20):
Yeah, yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (07:22):
We got thrown to the wolves.
Mike Colter (07:25):
The longer you're standing the longer it takes you to make it to a point where you're comfortable or you're a working actor and you're paying your bills. The longer it takes you to get there, the more disappointment heartbreak you're going to experience, because it's just a part of the game. I can't tell you how many times I show up at auditions and you're feeling great about it, go in the room, and then you see somebody there who's for the most part either a legend or person who you know shouldn't even be in the room maybe they're going to get off or... You start thinking to yourself, "What that..."
Mike Colter (07:58):
That's what happens to young actors, you get in a room you start talking to yourself and you come in the room and you go, "Wait a minute," and you've already had enough rejections. So you're already looking for another reason why this is not going to work out. As opposed to building on the positives. And that was the thing about it. I think I found a way to compartmentalize enough where I could continue to go on. I think that's the hardest part. I think I've seen enough people quit the business, stopped trying, stopped going out.
Charlie Sandlan (08:24):
Well as a black man did you look at work in a different way as well to what you'd be willing to take or not take, or like I'm not going to play a pimp. I don't want to play a drug dealer. I don't want to play a rapist or any tropes like that?
Mike Colter (08:39):
Yeah. Yeah. I think so. And I think after a while, I would say these things because I always have... I think young actors do this too. They always go, "Well, this is what I won't do. Like speaking of your product. I'm not going to do this. I'm not going to do that." And then I realized as I stayed the business long enough, I'd have to take things one project at a time and not necessarily give a blanket statement, because one of my favorite roles was I was playing a... I call him a businessman on The Good Wife and it was fun because one of the ways of making money was he had a drug business too. But he already he had a bunch of dry cleaners, he had horse stables, he had check cashing places.
Mike Colter (09:12):
He had all these hustles, but he also had drugs as a hustle. So he dressed in a suit, traveled in limousines and private jets and had expensive law firms to defend him. So I looked at him as a person who really was more of a businessman who probably could have had an MBA and basically just been a businessman, but because he was black and he had drugs in his portfolio as one of the ways of making business, that's what people would call him. It's like, "Well, he's a drug dealer." So for them that's what he was. For me I didn't play him that way because I felt like this was... And that actually the role grew and it got a little more complex and they explored the guy's family life.
Mike Colter (09:48):
So when I did that, I realized that not every role, not every trope is so one dimensional and you have to go one project at a time and look at the writing. And if the writing is good, the character can be more than whatever the thing says on paper. It'd be easy to say that one of my favorite movies, World According to Garp, I think Swoozie Kurtz, was her name. She played a prostitute. That's what you call it. But it's a great little role that popped. When you know you've got what's a prostitute yet Morgan Freeman played a pimp in Street Smart with Christopher Reeve, a guy called Fast Black. It's a pimp. But what you're watching is some really interesting character work that is going to change the way your career's looked at. So you have to take it one role at a time. So you're not assuming that something that's going to be one dimensional or not going to be worth your time is going to be the case. So that's what I've learned about being-
Charlie Sandlan (10:44):
So it wasn't a blanket rule, like, "No, no, no. I'm not going to do that. I'm never going to do that."
Mike Colter (10:49):
No. There are things I feel like there's a double standard for men in the black community when it comes to homosexual roles if you're a leading man. I feel like if you're a leading man, you don't have the liberty to play with that because when it comes to perception in the business, when it comes to how your audience and your fans see you, it's a very difficult thing for them to understand. And I think masculinity is not always viewed in the same way in every culture, in every group of people. So I think a lot of times when I look at the landscape of television and film over the years, I've seen times when it was called for, and if you're not leading man, then maybe it works. But a lot of times I've seen guys either refuse to do it because of the reason I'm saying. You don't get a chance to explore that.
Mike Colter (11:41):
So I don't say no to those roles, I wouldn't say no. But what I would say is what's the role? How's it written, what does the role require? Because at the end of the day... I've no problem with playing homosexuality or anything like that, but it needs to be something that makes sense and it's not just for the sake of... A guy being homosexual that's not the role, what is the role? What does he do? What's his life like? Who is he in love with? What is his day to day? Who is he? I think was it Javier Bardem I believe, I want to say it was him, played I believe one of the bond movies, he played a flamboyant homosexual character out there.
Mike Colter (12:17):
I believe that's how he played it, but I'm not sure if that's ever been said this way, but the last thing you think about the characters, his sexual preference. It was about who the character was and what he was doing and that's really what it's about. It's about that. It's about the character, not what the character is defined by in terms of how you label him. So again, every time I look at a role I'm looking at the writing. What am I going to be able to do and what can I act? That's the question. I think we talked about it with Maggie in the class, what can I act? What am I acting? What can I do?
Charlie Sandlan (12:52):
Yeah. It's all about behavior.
Mike Colter (12:54):
Yeah. What kind of behavior can I create and what does this character allow me to do that I haven't done? And what can I tap into and get a hold of? Because I don't care what the character is but how can I connect to and create behavior?
Charlie Sandlan (13:09):
So when you read a script, do you see the behavior in your imagination as you're reading it? Is your mind already like, "Oh, I could do this. This could happen."
Mike Colter (13:18):
Yeah. Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (13:19):
Absolutely. Like, "Oh, there's a lot of shit here in between the lines."
Mike Colter (13:22):
Yeah. Yeah. I'm trying to figure, if I can't figure out the behavior, if I don't have a clear understanding of the behavior or the way in which this guy moves a little bit and how he listens... Because I need his point of view. I need the character's point of view. I need to know how he feels about something. And sometimes you talk about you're a teacher, see I don't know how to articulate it to people every time all the time because after a while you just do it and you innately understand it and you look at the script and you look at the material. But what you're trying to find is the point of view of the character.
Mike Colter (13:57):
So you can talk about it all day long, but as our teachers have said, do you understand it? Do you understand in your bones? Do you understand what he is or what she is so you know how you feel before you open your mouth, while you're listening, how you take in, what does that play on you? How does that stuff play on you? And do you have an opinion? You got to have an opinion about everything. Everything as director James Whitmore working with those last episodes. He's an actor, so he understands how to talk to actors and how to excite them, how to get stuff out of them. Anyway he said, he said, "Hey, what's going on with you right now? What's going on with you right now?
Mike Colter (14:33):
When people ask you, you got to know all that stuff. You just know it. You don't have to think about it. You know it. You know how you feel, you boil it down to the simple emotion, a simple response. And the simpler it is, the easier it is for you to act it, when you can find language to understand how to convey what you're trying to say helps you understand how to play it. What do you play in here?
Charlie Sandlan (14:57):
Well, simplicity is so important. I remember even in school Maggie would say, "You're working too hard." How has your work changed from 26, 27 years old doing Million Dollar Baby sitting with Clint Eastwood in a car, and what you're doing now, how have you grown?
Mike Colter (15:17):
Well, you just have the nerves, when you're younger your nerves and your uncertainty of what you're... You're uncertain all the time and don't get me wrong. Every time you take a new job, you always have a certain amount of uncertainty. It's like first day of school, no matter how long you've been doing it, new director, new show, you know the comforting things about being on a television show or being a series reg or someone who's been in and out of a TV show as a recurring character and you're familiar with everyone, the comforting thing about that you trust yourself, you don't feel like you're like you're trying to prove anything. You just work and you can work with us with a sense of ease, because you're not stressed about it.
Mike Colter (15:54):
You're not stressed as you're working a little freer. You still want to be sharp, but you're free, you're relaxed, you can do more. What choices do you choose to make in a scene? That's going to be the difference in a great performance. Because I really feel like not everybody is a great actor, but if all things being equal and people can act, right? If everybody can act, then it comes down to choices you make in every scene. I've had scenes I go just changing the choice, completely changes everything, makes everything much more clear, makes everything make sense, gives a duality to it. It serves a script and serves the character. Sometimes you come in with this idea and you and it works. It can work. It's not quite right.
Mike Colter (16:33):
So that's where the exploration, those are the things you don't get in television and film sometimes. You don't get rehearsals that really allow you to try a few things. It's really about taking a direction and literally changing the next take. You don't have time to go back in your room. You're not going into a room to rehearse it. You're not going to go back and look at the material and work through the moments again. No, you literally got to change it right now. Entire scene, three, four pages, you're going to change it right now. You're going to change your beats right now.
Mike Colter (17:01):
And it's going to be completely different perhaps, completely different. And that is a difference between actors who can work in this business, who can't. Here's the thing, everybody's not going to have a director in their ear telling them what to do, right? But if you're directable, if you're able to be directed, if you're someone who can listen and change, you'll be better off because man, I've seen directors try and tell an actor, give him a note or adjustment, nothing changes. Sometimes actors can't take adjustments. They can only do what they've already prepared to do that night before.
Charlie Sandlan (17:31):
If you can't take a note, you're not going to work.
Mike Colter (17:33):
No, it's going to be very difficult because you do a scene, director comes in, try this way. "Oh, okay." But now she's only giving you one line or she's only giving you one idea. But that changes the actual colors of all scene. It changed the colors. Everything changed from beat to beat, from moment to moment. Now because you're coming out from a different perspective as opposed to this perspective that you... Or the angle that you were trying before, changes everything. So all the colors and the tempo can change based on this new direction. And it can become a different scene, but you don't have time to go back and [inaudible 00:18:08] work on it. This is not about, "Okay. I got it. Give me five minutes, give me 10." No. You're going to go again, like in less than a minute. And that's all it is. I can't think of anything more important as a working actor than being able to take an adjustment and know how to work and to understand and to change on a dime.
Charlie Sandlan (18:26):
Can you tell now when you're working with an actor who's trained versus an actor that's not trained?
Mike Colter (18:31):
100%. An actor who's trained, and again it does depend on the technique or how they trained, but I'm finding a lot more people in Meisner. I will say I find a lot more people in Meisner than any other way of working.
Charlie Sandlan (18:46):
Yeah. You got to be able to craft previous circumstance and the relationship.
Mike Colter (18:49):
Yeah, all that [inaudible 00:18:49].
Charlie Sandlan (18:49):
How to paraphrase, how to do an actor's paraphrase and push it in your own words, which is really important. Most actors memorize their lines, that's all they know how to do.
Mike Colter (19:00):
Yeah. It's funny because we have a running joke we'll talk about it on set sometimes actors because crew, this is crew. A lot of people around I think 100 people, maybe 50 people on set at any given time. And their job is not to understand what the process of an actor is. Their job may be makeup, their job may be clothing, may be any number of things, right? They don't understand the process of an actor. So sometimes they'll have questions though. They'll say stuff like, "Man, you got a lot of words today. You guys have a lot of dialogue, have a lot of lines today." That's the least you can do with your lines."
Mike Colter (19:35):
A you impressed with a guy on a roof, if he's been doing roofing for 10 years, the fact that he can nail a nail in with two licks shouldn't be impressive, right? That's what he does. It's repetition. So when people sometimes say that kind of stuff you go... I guess they don't understand the process, but they don't mean anything by it. They just think that that's impressive. That's not the hard part at all, and all the work that goes into before to make it look effortless because the words come out. But if you don't know what you're saying, chances are you got a hard time memorizing those words anyway, I found that out long time ago when I first got in the business. The memorization of words are a lot easier when you have a need to say them. The need for the words was something that finally clicked. It's like, "All right, I need to say these words."
Charlie Sandlan (20:21):
But you got to do something too, like what am I doing? Like getting further and back to the moments.
Mike Colter (20:26):
Yeah, these words are serving a purpose. How do I create behavior with these words, using these words. Sometimes with our actors or writers they'll write for the actor especially being on the show for a while, they'll watch you and they'll see how you behave and stuff like that, and they'll start writing, even the stage directions, creating this thing that basically feels like they've already seen this thing played out before, and be me as the actor, I get annoyed and there's other actors I know who get annoyed because you're writing something here, inhale here. Now I'm not going to do that because now I got to find a... Maybe it's an interesting choice. Maybe sometimes it works, but I got to be able to look at that and go, "All right, this is not how I want to do this and I want to actually go the opposite way so I can create some other tempo in the scene that may serve this purpose better."
Mike Colter (21:10):
Forget about the punctuation of period means nothing. Dot dot means nothing, the colon means nothing. And I tell people, you got to know the lines so well, because you need to be able to find some way to change the cadence in a scene and get what you want and have the effect on a person. When actors don't know their dialogue well and they come on set and it's like [inaudible 00:21:28] pressure, you to do more stuff, you've got a couple takes wide, you do a couple of medium shots and you get to do the close-ups. If you don't know your stuff well, you can't take adjustments. That's another reason you can't take adjustments because you're stuck looking for the words.
Charlie Sandlan (21:39):
No, you're in your head, [crosstalk 00:21:40] line.
Mike Colter (21:42):
You're in your head. You're in your head. And see, the difference between a really good actor or trained actor, it's one thing to pretend, to act like you're looking for the words. But when you really, really are looking for the words, you can't change your tempo. If you're looking for the gear, if you can drive a stick shift and you're looking for the gear, really looking for it, then you can only do what you can do. But when you really have a mastery of it, you got to be able to shift when you want to shift. You got to be able to get out of that dialogue, that monologue, speed up, slow down, stop, come back.
Mike Colter (22:07):
Look for the words, and sometimes when you're really good, the strip supervisors say, she'll start yelling line and go, "No, I know the line." I'm actually, "Oh, oh" Noble. Yeah. [inaudible 00:22:20]. I've seen people be written off. I've seen people's character diminish or go away. I've seen people-
Charlie Sandlan (22:28):
Based off the quality of their work when they come and shoot.
Mike Colter (22:32):
Either work, maybe the storylines, not working something. It's a lot of reasons but sometimes I've seen that happen. Another actor came on one time and it was painful because we covered the scene so many times and I ended up being the last person because it's the way the cameras work and I was around the other side of the room. You see a scene about 50, 60 times. You're tired of saying the words, the words are coming out, but now you got to focus again because your brain's just doing a different thing. Now it's like about 11, 12 o'clock at night, you're getting coverage and I've seen the actors in that moment can't pull themselves together because they just don't have the technique and stuff, and they're not able to focus and to really get things going.
Mike Colter (23:13):
So you see them come in, this guy one time he came in and just, oh, it was painful because it must've been like 15 takes. Set to come in and say one, two lines, and he was the last person to do it. He was a guest star so he came in, it was his coverage last and he had two lines and whatever the words were he just couldn't get the words out. And the scene became about him getting the words out. It wasn't even about acting anymore, it was just getting those words out. At some point you just feel so bad for them, they're struggling, they're struggling. They come in it's like, "No. All right, go back. And back to one."
Mike Colter (23:46):
You don't even know if he's ever going to get it right. You're going to have to loop this thing. Needless to say that person never came back, but that's the thing about it. And he wasn't he wasn't an accomplished actor, but he was building a resume, and you're not going to get the next opportunity if you can't do the... You got to nail everything almost every time.
Charlie Sandlan (24:07):
You have to. Yeah. You don't want to be the problem.
Mike Colter (24:11):
No. Oh God no.
Charlie Sandlan (24:13):
What changes when you get one one on the call sheet? And everybody dreams about that, everybody's like, "Yeah, man, I can't wait till that day happens." And Luke Cage, it was an iconic part, it's culturally woven into the fabric of the comic world and all of a sudden you're one of the call sheet. What changes?
Mike Colter (24:32):
Oh man. I guess it's more pressure. I think that the idea that you are the person that dictates the mood and the culture of the set is the thing that you don't understand. Because before that I should've, but I did, and I should have asked a few people who I knew were number one's and I had worked with them like, "Hey, if you have any advice." Because you become number one on the set, you got a few people in on the call sheet who would like to be higher in the call sheet. Some people come at it from a standpoint of, "All right, I'm number one, screw everybody else. I get what I want."
Mike Colter (25:11):
And when I'm not working, I don't hang out with people. I don't engage. It's me and everybody else. Right? It keep us air of superiority about them. Keeps a certain amount of distance from people. I don't think that's the way to go. It's a steady balance of professionalism and an ability to get the job done and make people feel like they're all of a little bit of value, because you never realize how many people really are... Not only are you their job, their livelihood is tied into your work, but also their recognition that they matter goes without saying, you don't realize that. Everybody's looking up the call sheet. You don't realize that people are paying attention to you and I. That's something that never occurs to you sometimes when you're working actor and you start working enough where you don't really think about the day to day.
Mike Colter (26:02):
People are there to work on something, and I got to tell you, there's a lot of crew members, there's a lot of people, even actors, that if they don't feel a value, they're not going to put their best effort in. They're not really trying hard. They're not really supportive of the whole project because they don't feel of value, don't feel seen. So as much as number one is about, yeah, you got the most this to do, you're carrying the show as an actor, but you're also creating an environment where people are either going to want to come to work and want to see this thing work, or they're going to hate coming to work. It's just a difference between trying and not trying. Trying to make things work better and effortlessly, and trying to sabotage everything around you.
Mike Colter (26:49):
And I've seen people, they can't stand the number one or they can't stand certain people. And that's something that I didn't anticipate. It's nice being number one for a lot of reasons. I think honestly, now that I've done it, I'm really happy with... I'm more about the role. Because when I mentioned, with Cage, it was more about I need a role that's different, I need something really interesting, I need something different. I was just looking for an interesting role that I was going to connect with and was going to give me the most challenging journey as an actor. So for them to now see me as a priest who was going through this thing as a Catholic, it was a big move for them because they trusted me as an actor going, "Hey, we want you to play this role."
Mike Colter (27:32):
And I couldn't see anything in that role that I had ever necessarily done before they'd seen me do. So I was looking at from a standpoint of they're trusting me as an actor, to find this character and figure them out and make it work. So that's what I was looking for and I think that that turns you into a person who is looking for the right job as opposed to looking for the job that is going to stroke your ego.
Charlie Sandlan (27:53):
I think everybody knows what is really good about fame. But what's the worst part about being famous?
Mike Colter (27:59):
I think the worst part about being famous is you're no longer coming in a room with a clean slate without any prior knowledge. Everyone has an opinion about you before you walk in. That's what you got sort of, and as an actor you're trying to figure out how to... You're trying to get another opportunity, another opportunity, and you're trying to figure out how to use the notoriety you have to get more opportunity, but you also as an actor you want something different every time. So what they know you for isn't necessarily what you're looking for. So now you have to play against all of that. That's the hard part. So for me, the fame part it plays in my favor sometimes, but what it does for me and makes it difficult for me is that I would rather people not know who I am a [inaudible 00:28:53] so I can come in fresh without having any pre-conceived notions about what I can do or what I've done or the kind of person I am.
Charlie Sandlan (29:04):
Well, how do you keep your head on straight?
Mike Colter (29:05):
You got to sniff out some bullshit. And you can hear it. And somebody tells you you're great, take a big grain of salt. I'm not a very good person to take compliments so it never really works the same way with me. I can't take a compliment for shit I'm working on for years and trying to figure out how to be at peace with it. Let people say what they got to say, take it in and not try to deflect or... Just take it and move on. People will say shit sometimes just because they feel like that's what it's going to take to make you comfortable because they want you to do your best work.
Mike Colter (29:32):
You got to be to work without feedback, got to be to work without having someone pat you on the back or tell you that this is going well, starve yourself of approval because that's what you're going to be doing most of the time. Most of the time you're starving yourself of approval. And if you get stuck in the mindset of constant feedback, it's going to be a heartbreaking thing because you're constantly going to be insecure and constantly searching for someone to say, "Well done."
Charlie Sandlan (29:54):
Now, you just shot an episode where there was no dialogue.
Mike Colter (29:58):
Oh yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (29:58):
What was that like? An entire episode, right?
Mike Colter (30:02):
The camera does the work. You don't have to try. You got to be able to know the camera is... Trust the camera's going to get what you're thinking or what you're feeling or what you're, I dare say indicating, you don't want to say indicating, but you got to trust this camera. I don't know if you've never acted before your, or sorry, if you've just gotten a business that would be the worst thing I would think. Most actors would want to have as a scene where they have no dialogue. But I remember Jim O'Connor as you know, head of your program at Purdue, he did a bit of production of Frankenstein and I got to play the creature. And it was an experience that really made me look at acting in a different way, because the creature when he woke up he was created in this play for the first, I don't know, first 10 minutes or so. I don't know.
Mike Colter (30:54):
He doesn't have dialogue, he can't speak. He makes sounds, but he can't speak. And for a while, but it's a while before he forms words, right? But the opening sequence of him waking up, being born, discovering the world for the first time, opening his eyes, sound, lights, surfaces, texture, like a baby. That is an acting exercise. That is beat by beat. And at the time I was doing it, I hadn't had any Meisner yet, but he was directing me. So talk about directors directing performance out of you, you don't know what you're doing or why you're doing it, but you understand it because they're breaking it down to you. Now, when you study Meisner, all this stuff makes total sense. You know how to go moment to moment, beat to beat, scene by scene.
Mike Colter (31:34):
You got to be able to think it, feel it, and trust that the camera will catch that off of your face. They'll catch that or just the story will be told in your body posture, the way you move and things of that nature. And that was really cool. Actually it was one of the most fun episodes I've had in a long time and it really brought it back to the basics of acting. Before you get dialogue, you should know how to do something without dialogue. I think dialogue is a heightened skill, the ability to command language, think on the line.
Charlie Sandlan (32:08):
Well I don't think that people probably wouldn't know that you are a theater guy. That's where you started out doing theater, in a lot of New York work-
Mike Colter (32:16):
Yeah. I-
Charlie Sandlan (32:17):
What did you take away from... And do you miss it? Do you want to get back and do something?
Mike Colter (32:21):
I do miss it and I do want to go back to it. I don't know, when you do a lot of television film, a lot of people just don't think you do theater, but I just don't think you started in theater. They don't understand the training part of it. Because most actors or people who want to be actors, you try and tell them how to become an actor and you start talking about training, you're starting to get this blank stare. That's the last thing they expect you to say. They're thinking, yeah, you got to go to this agent. This is where you got to drop your headshot off it. That this is the person you should talk to. They're looking for these shortcuts that are like, it's like, "What? You mean to tell me I got to train?"
Charlie Sandlan (32:55):
Most successful actors have seriously trained themselves. The actors that are working, that are carving out careers, you look at their resume, they're coming out of grad programs or coming out of conservatory programs, BFA, MFA programs, you name it. What's the worst survival job you had? Because you've had a lot. You've had so many.
Mike Colter (33:12):
Worst survival job. Oh man, I'm going to say I labor-ready. Yeah. I'm working day to day. Get my state ID, my license. Showing up, waiting for a person who needs laborers for the day to do something that's menial labor, manual labor. Picking up rocks, pushing stuff, moving boxes, acquires no skill whatsoever, just able body, able bodies. That's what you need. It was a 2001 all day long, and back then minimum wage was about $8 an hour. So I'm working eight hours a day, that's $64, and I'm taking home 40 bucks.
Charlie Sandlan (33:52):
How would you describe the importance of listening?
Mike Colter (33:55):
You can't really overstate the importance of it because we joke about it. Sometimes I'll say, everybody says, "Oh, your dialogue, talk, talk, talk, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, my line."
Charlie Sandlan (34:05):
Right.
Mike Colter (34:06):
And if you're not listening, it's apparent because I'm a better listener when I'm working than I am in life. And the reason that is, is because you have to be there times when I'm listening. I know a person is saying their lines wrong because it's not what I need to hear, and I almost stop a take and go, "Well, that's not..." But they didn't say what I needed to hear. So maybe he'll say an operative word that my character is supposed to repeat. Well how about I'm listening. I hear that operative word. Then if I'm using that word in my argument against them, I'm going to use the word he said, not the word that's on paper that we were supposed to say.
Mike Colter (34:45):
But I got to be listening to hear that. And if a person's not a listener, they don't hear it and they didn't say what's... So it could work just fine in the tape. If you were actually listening, that person said the wrong lines. We know, he said the wrong word. We know. If you're listening, now you take that word he said, and use that one. I've done that many, many, many times. The words close, not the right word, similar word, sending a synonym for the same word. But you got to be listening to pick that up. There's no way around it. You got to constantly be listening because it's a ball, it's a ball, it's energy. Sometimes a person is throwing the ball and the energy in the scene requires you to listen so you can pick up the pace, pick up the cues, know when to come in.
Mike Colter (35:24):
Simple thing is, in general, not always. It's not always this way. But there's one person that's driving the scene, right? You got two different energies. Everybody. Both people rarely can be hot in the scene same time. Can't come in with the same energy. There's a yin and a yang, there's a staccato-legato, and that works in most scenes. You got to balance each other. And that usually plays that well otherwise the scene will implode on itself and it won't make any sense, you can't even listen to it. So inherently you got to know which way your character is going. If it's well written sometimes it's obvious, but sometimes it's just that simple.
Mike Colter (36:04):
And maybe it goes back to training sometimes when a person makes a choice, that choice may be the wrong choice. You as an actor and you're seeing with them, make a choice that you think serves the scene, serves the character. This person comes in and scene might not be working because that person is not in the right pitch, not in the right note, he's not hitting the right note. So when you talk about a scene has a start somewhere, it has a beginning, a middle and end, when you start the scene, you should be in a different place by the time you end the scene, that's usually a good way to find out whether you've done your homework, because every character is in the same exact place when the scene is over, nothing happens to the character. And that was the hardest part about training. It's scary as hell. You think, "Oh my God, character has got to be someplace different? How am I going to get there?"
Charlie Sandlan (36:56):
Well, you do your homework. But then you don't know what the other actor is going to give you, and you got to be able to take in, and you've got to be able to listen, and they're going to give you something, a moment that like, "Oh, I didn't even see that coming." Didn't even see that coming.
Mike Colter (37:08):
Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (37:09):
it changes me.
Mike Colter (37:11):
Yeah. Yeah. So you plan something and you go, "Oh, this is what I think is going to happen." But then that person has a really specific thing that you didn't think about. So now that's actually something that now the way you take in, the way you listen, is much more alive. It's something that you didn't, but it justifies a scene, it makes sense, it makes sense. Then that person's going to do it that way, now I got to do it this way. You can't stick to your decisions before the scene starts and never shift. Somebody does something to you, and I see actors do that's another thing you know they're not trained. A person gives them something, and you go, "How the hell can you respond in that manner based off of what that person just gave you?". That's not possible. If you're being calm and you're trying to be charming, and everythings are going great, at least that's the way you thought it was going to go, or you're trying to seduce this woman and she's supposed to be giving in to you, if she laughs at you-
Charlie Sandlan (37:59):
You got to work off that.
Mike Colter (38:02):
She's laughing at you. You can't ignore it. You can't just keep talking. You can't just keep going as if she's supposed to have sex with you or give you her number or leave the bar with you. But in the middle of her... She laughs at you or she just-
Charlie Sandlan (38:16):
It's the worst acting, those are bad actors man.
Mike Colter (38:19):
That's bad acting. You can't do that. And listen, again. As actors, we were in the moment we start a shift, but there's the director's job to say, "Hey, we got to direct the scene to serve the scene to make it work." Maybe that choice isn't the right choice. Maybe she can't laugh at you in that moment because it doesn't make sense and we can't... So there's certain things, but you also got to be ready to go with wherever she goes or wherever that person goes or how that person decides to seduce you. I had an actor come in, I wasn't in that scene. My co-star said, some actor, very young, very green, comes in, supposed to seduce, is a very short scene. He doesn't even know how to come on to a woman at a bar. She's literally trying to tell him do it like you do it in life. It was like he had an idea of how he thought this should go.
Charlie Sandlan (39:08):
He can't do actions also. You're not going to be doing anything.
Mike Colter (39:12):
Subtlety is something that people don't get sometimes. Subtlety. You don't have to hammer every moment, beat, every action.
Charlie Sandlan (39:20):
No, you got to be able to work off subtext. You got to be able to work off meaning of what someone's saying to you. You got to be able to work...
Mike Colter (39:25):
Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (39:26):
Yeah, you got to be malleable to the nuance of the moment.
Mike Colter (39:30):
Absolutely.
Charlie Sandlan (39:31):
Right?
Mike Colter (39:32):
No response is almost as big a response. No responses. What does that do to ya?
Charlie Sandlan (39:38):
I wanted to jump in here real quick before I give you the closing part of our conversation. I just think it's really refreshing to hear a working actor, well-trained, like Colter, just talk about how in an actor's terms, right? It's not the same as a teacher, but what it means to be able to work off another human being, what it means to listen, to be able to respond in the moment to what you're getting, not doing your homework at the other person, not acting at the other person, not going from cue to cue to cue to cue, but from going to impulse, to impulse, to impulse. And listen, the last thing you want to be is a problem when you get onto a set or in rehearsal. So we were closing out our conversation and I just straight up asked him, how about some advice. What do you got to say to everybody out there who is grinding it out, who's got this dream, this vision of living the life of an actor, and this is what he had to say.
Mike Colter (40:52):
Actors are not normal people. So when I tell actors you got to want this and you got to be able to do this and not have any other desire, but this. Even if it means you're going to not have health insurance, you're probably not going to be able to pay your bills. You might be on the road. You're on regional theaters. You got to be doing this because this is all you know. You don't know how to do anything else, you can't see yourself doing anything else. You have no desire to do anything else. You have to be so stubborn, so focused, singularly focused on this journey and this desire to be an actor that no matter what I tell you, no matter how I tell you how hard it is and how unlikely it is and all the bad stories and the people that didn't make it, and the things that I did, and no matter what I do to talk you out of it, you have to never be afraid, or at the very least you have to say to yourself, "Well, that's not me. It's not going to happen to me. I'm going to make it."
Mike Colter (41:44):
If you can find a way to, no matter what a person tells you, that's to deter you from doing this job that is 98% likely to fail, and you see yourself as a unique individual and somehow you're different. If you can tell yourself that and you believe it, then that's half the battle. You got to believe what nobody else believes because I got to tell you, there's almost nobody when you're telling them you're an actor that's going to believe that you're actually going to make it. There's almost nobody who meets you as an actor, I don't care what stage you are in your life. They don't believe that unless they know you that you're famous, they don't believe you probably don't...
Mike Colter (42:18):
You tell somebody you're an actor, probably think you work in a restaurant. Everybody thinks they can be an actor. You play a flute. People go, "I can't do that." It's apparent that you can't do that. Singing, certain skills, playing an oboe, violin, harp, you can't do that. We'll see somebody who's a really good actor, somehow they believe that they also can do that. And they don't know that they can't do that until they actually get in there and try it. And you may be on that journey as an actor for four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, 10 years before it finally dawns on you, that you don't have the capability or capacity to do what you thought you could do.
Mike Colter (42:57):
And by that time you've dedicated 10 years of your life. So good luck, good luck exploring this thing that you can't live without, because if you're wrong, I guess the best case scenario at least you tried, right? At least you're still in it. And I see people that still... Any level of success is good for them. But I warn you, find your success level, ask yourself what does success mean to you and how much is really success and what figure that out because it's going to change, it's going to change. So we prepare for that. Whatever you decide, you prepare for the change, and be prepared for the hardship.
Charlie Sandlan (43:33):
Damn, I told you that he was going to give it to you straight. He has no bullshit. I hope you are appreciative of that. My fellow daydreamers, thank you for sticking around and keeping that phone in your pocket. You can follow the show wherever you get your podcasts, subscribe to it, review it, please on iTunes, that would really mean a lot to me. You can go to my website, https://www.creatingbehaviorpodcast.com for the links and content to all of these shows. You can leave me a message, you can sign up for the newsletter. You can schedule private coaching with me. You can follow me on Instagram @creatingbehavior. You can follow my acting studio @maggieflaniganstudio This song, Not Enough, given to me by my former student Lawrence Trailer, thank you for the song my man. My friends, stay resilient, play full out with yourself and don't ever settle for your second best. My name is Charlie Sandlan, peace.
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