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WHAT THIS BOOK  
IS , AND ISN’T

T
wenty years ago, a nervous, jittery college student picked up the phone 

to call a teacher in Chicago. The kid prayed for an answering machine, 

because if the guy picked up, the kid didn’t know what he would say. Thank-

fully, the machine did pick up. The kid listened to the outgoing message, then 

left a bumbling one of his own. A week later, he got a brochure in the mail. He 

looked it over, got scared again, and buried it in a desk drawer. 

Fast forward one year. The kid found the brochure and studied it. With-

out thinking, he called the teacher, who answered the phone this time. A con-

versation ensued. An appointment was made. A lesson was taken, and a career 

was launched. 

That kid was me. 

Today, I’m a working actor. I don’t have another job, I just act for a living. 

And I’m busy. I didn’t go to college to be an actor, and I had zero experience 

when I started. I started out knowing nothing and knowing no one in the busi-

ness. Everything I know I learned in Chicago’s acting schools or on the job. No 

one in my family is an actor, and some folks would say that I have no formal 

training, which I guess I’d agree with. 

The path from clueless college kid to career actor wasn’t easy, and there 

were a lot of bumps along the way. But that’s why I wrote this book - if you’re 

looking to establish an acting career in Chicago, I know exactly what’s on your 

mind. Because it was on mine, too.

If you’re totally new to the industry, you might be thinking these things: 

How do I get started? Will I be “discovered”? Do I need an agent? How do I 

get one? Are there classes I can take? Where will I work? How much will I get 

paid? Do I work for myself or for a company? Is there some kind of application 

to fill out? When I was new, I pretty much just wanted to know how to get in.

If you’re a veteran actor new to Chicago, you might need to know what 



ActingInChicago.com © Chris Agos

What This Book Is, And Isn’t

kind of work is available for you here, or want details about which talent agents 

in town are strongest in your area of expertise. Maybe you’re considering stay-

ing in Chicago for a while, then moving to a larger market. If you’re going that 

route, you’ll definitely want to learn what you can do to make the most of your 

time here.

When I decided I wanted to act for a living, I was a senior at DePaul Uni-

versity. I was a science major, and I had every intention of going to medical 

school. That meant lots of long nights studying for the Medical College Ad-

mission Test, the standardized exam all med school applicants take, and it’s a 

monster. It’s the kind of test you prepare for months in advance, and it sucks 

the life right out of you. Some people, like me, even take prep classes to help 

them get a higher score. To break the monotony of studying, I wanted some-

thing else to think about. When I found that brochure in my desk, it was the 

perfect escape.

It contained information on private voice over coaching. This was a long 

time ago, and I think I saw the teacher’s ad in a newspaper. When I met with 

him and started reading some scripts, I was hooked. I knew I had a lot of work 

ahead of me if I ever wanted to be a paid voice over guy, but I also knew that I 

really wanted to do it.

I didn’t start out intending to be in the crazy world of acting. I thought 

actors were all hyper-creative, perennially poor, and chronically desperate for 

attention (turns out that some of them are). And I thought people who hire 

actors were coarse, unforgiving, brutal control freaks whom actors needed but 

didn’t like (also sometimes true). My thought was, as someone who worked in 

voice over I’d avoid all that. Not true. The acting thing followed as a logical pro-

gression of my career. I had acted in plays in high school, but I never thought of 

myself as an actor until I looked at my records at the end of one particularly busy 

year. I keep track of what jobs I do, for whom I do them, and how much I make 

from each one. The IRS makes you do this for tax reasons, but it’s also good for 

seeing where you’ve been, which allows you to decide where you want to go. 

When I saw that half my income came from on camera work, and the other half 

came from voice over jobs, I had somewhat of an epiphany: “Holy cow, I’m an 

actor.” I guess I was the last one to find out. 

Since I started, I’ve been cast in every kind of work Chicago has to offer. 
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I’ve worked on TV commercials, films, industrials, cast in radio and other voice 

over work, booked on TV shows, shot for commercial print, worked as a hand 

model, hired for live corporate events, cast in theater, shot for the web, and I 

even did a musical once, though I don’t really sing. Obviously, I came out of the 

shell I was hiding in when I called that voice over instructor. Now I spend my 

days going to and from auditions, shooting, recording, and generally winging 

my way through job after job. When I’m not auditioning or working, I spend 

time with my family. The best part is that I make a full-time living for working 

part-time hours. And if you think I have the life you want, wait until you read 

about a friend of mine later in the book.

If you ask around, you’ll find that a lot of people like the way I work 

because I’m quick and I don’t mess around on the set. When I’m working, 

I’m there for one purpose only: to get the job done. I feel the same way about 

this book. I’m going to give you all the information I wished I had when I 

started, so that you’ll have as much insight as possible into Chicago’s acting 

community. I’m going to present that information as efficiently as I can, be-

cause there’s a lot to know. And most importantly, I’ll make sure you’ll have all 

the information you need to make a living as an actor in Chicago. You’ll just 

have to bring your abilities.

I should clarify a few things before we start. First, what do I mean by “mak-

ing a living”? It’s different for everyone. Some actors can barely pay their rent, or 

they have to skip the electricity bill to pay their wireless bill, and they’re happy 

with that. If they can more or less cover their monthly expenses, they would 

describe themselves as making a living. These are people who love what they do 

and are very dedicated to their art, but to whom money does not come easily for 

various reasons. If this describes your situation, look at this book as a guide to 

help you do much more of what you love to do. 

I think most people strive to have more than what they need to just cover 

the basics. To me, making a living means you can make choices about what to 

do with your money, instead of your money making the choice for you. You’re 

able to pay your bills, have money left over to save, and still be able to have a life. 

By this definition, you can do the things you want to do without putting your 

household at risk of financial meltdown. Things like taking vacations, having 

good credit, giving generously to a charity, or sending your kids to a private 
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school won’t be a burden to you. Basically, I’m talking about living a life of 

abundance, whatever that means to you.

Secondly, you should know that this book is not a how-to on the art of act-

ing. There are classes you can take and talented teachers out there whose job it 

is to help you learn how to act. Besides, you can’t really learn this kind of thing 

from a book. You can get an idea of it, but you can’t become a competent actor 

unless you’re doing it in front of, and getting feedback from, a knowledgeable 

teacher. So if you’re looking for something that will turn you into a brilliant 

thespian, this isn’t it. If you’re looking for all the information you’ll need to 

build a career as an actor in the Midwest, you’ve come to the right place. I’m 

assuming you can act. I’m assuming you’ve got a basic knowledge of what actors 

do, and that you want to make acting a profitable venture.

Finally, this book is written from my perspective, which is based on my 

experience over many years of working. We all draw conclusions based on the 

path we take. Because every actor’s journey is different, these conclusions will 

vary from actor to actor. I suggest you read this book with an open mind. If 

something strikes you as contradictory to what you’ve heard or been told, it 

doesn’t necessarily mean that either view is wrong. It just means that the two 

perspectives don’t align. 

It would be impossible for me to speak to everyone’s specific set of circum-

stances or answer every question any reader might have, but I can promise these 

things: I promise to spill my guts about everything the business in this town 

has to offer. I’ll even name names. I promise that everything you’ll read is true, 

valid and as current as possible. I promise that this book contains everything 

you’ll need to start or cultivate an acting career in Chicago. I promise to be 

straight with you, even if it’s difficult to hear. Acting for a living is a challenge, 

and if I didn’t tell you about the difficult part of it, would you trust me to tell 

the truth about the other parts? 

Making all of this information work is up to one person: you. But you can 

do it. I know because I still do it every day, and many of my friends do, too.

Let’s get busy.


