Good afternoon

I will try to keep on smiling so you won’t get too depressed when hearing this news from Belgium.

I’m announced as a voice from the business.

It all started with  my voice as my business. And casting  is not my business anymore, I’m freelancing again.

Some 33 years ago I started as an actor, and an older colleague said to me:”Watch out, boy, it’s a jungle out there!”All those years I survived, most of the time smiling and enjoying the ride, and I had the impression most of my fellow travelers felt the same.

Now, the climate has changed, the jungle is getting colder.

9 years ago my character, Guy ,entered the soap of our commercial tv channel VTM called “familie”, witch is “family”,

 that’s how easy Flemish sometimes can be. 

my character survived 4 wives and the death of two children, and now lives in the united states, so maybe he’ll make a come back.

“familie” is a product of studio-a

At this moment it not only produces “familie” for VTM but also a hospitalseries  “Spoed”,a police series “zone stad” and a telenovella about a man who becomes a beautiful woman…talking about gender portayal!

They also produce some reality shows, a kind of “top of the pops”, and there’s a movie in the pipe line.

So, it’s not a small player on the market…

(Talking about the market: commercial channels exist thanks to publicity, and their target is the audience from 18 to 44 years.Wait a minute:I’m older than that, but with every corn flake I eat, I also pay for the publicity

For that corn flake brand.I have the right to be served as an audience too.

As for our national channel, as a citizen I pay taxes, so, once again, I have the right to be served as an audience.That’s common sense.)

Anyhow, at a given point, acting in a soap was not enough for me.Ambition ?Yes!

But also I was trying to secure my job, so eventually I got a go to direct my colleagues.More than directing this is a matter of strategy, diplomacy,psychology and pampering ego’s.

When the senior casting director had to leave the company, my wife assured me I had to go for it.And so I did.Two years later it was over.

(And I’m still wondering :she’s always right,but was she right on this subject?)

As a casting director I had a dream, a plan, a vision.

I tried to contact as much actors as I could.I invited as many of them as possible for a screentest.I strongly believe in personal contact.

They had to feel wanted, they had to feel at home.

Whenever the writers introduced a new character, a doctor or a lawyer for instance, I suggested that it well could be a female doctor,a female lawyer, that’s the feminist in me. 

And most of the time it worked out fine.

Looking back at that period,at that search for actors,mostly for the soap “familie”,I can only say that it was a fair cocktail of wellknown actors and unknown but talented actors, from very male to very female, from very young to very old, and everything in between.

 my intentions were good, but the elaboration rather inefficient.An actor is a rather chaotic person…

So I’m back in the jungle, freelancing again.

I suppose you are familiar with the concept “glass ceiling”:

The top is the world of men, women are having a hard time breaking through that ceiling.

Something similar happens with actors:the border is difficult to cross.

At the top op the pyramid of course you have the stars,

they don’t have to be talented, but they have that “je ne sais quoi,”, that x-factor which makes them loved by the public.

 I have no problem with that, because, let’s face it, if I was one of them, I wouldn’t be standing here, I would be standing on a set right now,or I would be getting drunk in my villa in Italy,convinced that there is justice after all.

Now, when you get there, above that ceiling, there’s a chance you’ll always be asked for a role.

But then again, there’s no certainty that it’s forever and ever.A show may run for years, but eventually, it has to stop.You can have a main role in a tv series, that’s 4 or maybe 6 months work a year, the remaining days it’s waiting for the phone to ring and signing the unemployment register.

And it’s so crowded above that ceiling with the same actors appearing over and over again in all of the series as a guest, but at the end of that tour, it’s waiting for the phone to ring and signing the unemployment register

 But under the ceiling a lot of good actors are hoping for a chance they will never get.Productions play it safe, maybe they are lazy, maybe they don’t want to take risks… Even auditioning is a problem:you hear about it when it’s too late. 

I too did that tour and back under the ceiling again I’m  waiting for the phone to ring and signing the unemployment register.

Most of our actors are confronted with the ghost of Franz Kafka:problems with taxes, having to prove that they really are artists with a lot of paper work in a labyrinth of administration.

There are 10 million 700.000 Belgians, my guess is there are about 3.000 Flemish actors.

It’s a wild guess, I mailed the department of statistics, but I never got an answer, not even by Franz Kafka himself.

We Belgians invented Surrealism, and the universe of an actor in our country is surrealism raised to a square.It’s not surprising in a country where the political soap is reaching it’s peak.We are a banana republic, but foods good, beer too.

Some years ago I made a speech at my old school, I told those young boys and girls that there was no future in my line of work, but that there still was a lot of work for actors.Now even that is not true anymore.

A plumber has more future.

O I could give you some sad case studies, but I’ll give you some quotes I found the last weeks in the glossy papers, the glamour pages.The glamour is long gone.The wailing wall sells!

“The shooting of ‘zone stad’ stopped some months ago, I have no prospects nor projects in the future, I do some hosting on events and that’s it”

“I was one of the main characters in that show for some 15 years.It doesn’t mean a thing.I don’t get a fair chance to prove my skills in another show”

“If I were an actor in the Netherlands I now would have a villa in Italy, If I was working in Germany,I would have ten villas.”

So, let’s convert, let’s recycle!

One actor I know runs a bread and breakfast, another a flower shop, or even a bicycle shop, one actress is becoming a nurse.

Wait a minute!

If you can’t make it in film or television, try teaching!

Alas, every seat is taken.

(By the way:

Our schools nowadays are working on the personality of the actor, rather than technique.Mostly it’s the personality of the teacher that prevails.So what will their future be? Even our “Oxbridge” version of Flemish isn’t important anymore, dialect rules.)

Wait a minute!

Try commercials,that’s well paid!

 Alas , there are not so many spots to be made anymore, there’s an economic crisis going on, remember?(And o so many qualified actors are ready to fill in the job.)

Wait a minute,

 what about the theatre?

There are a few theatre houses in Belgium with international reputation.

The budget goes to administration and huge machinery rather than to the artistic input ,rather than generating work and possibilities for performers.

And the rest of the landscape is an archipelago of tiny islands , in French I would talk about “des groupuscules”,preaching for their own tiny audience, and there too it’s hard to get through,it’s another glass ceiling…

Our state secretary for culture is making efforts,creating opportunities, trying to take care of actors and their money and paper trouble.

But, as I see him,the intentions are good, but the elaboration quite inefficient…

There’s a crisis going on, worldwide,there’s not enough money, not enough jobs,not enough subvention,

 it’s not about gender image, age,ethnical minorities,this crisis affects all actors.

In the past there have been attempts to unite.

Maybe it’s time we try again, back to the good old “one for all, all for one”

There’s one ray of hope:

One of our greatest writers, Tom Lanoye, promised more plays for older actresses, because they are experienced, as a woman , as an artist,

they are beautiful and they have balls.

By the way I know an excellent actor who is an excellent plumber as well…

