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Screen Actor sat down with five actors—Peter Falk, Doris
Roberts, William Schallert, Regina Taylor and Lorraine
Toussaint—for a candid roundtable discussion about ageism in the
industry and their experiences, or lack thereof, with this ongoing
issue. True to the statistics, their comments show that ageism hits
women much earlier and harder than it does men, though they all
seem to agree that it is an issue to be addressed and overcome.

What is your take on ageism in the industry and the kinds of
obstacles performers face?

DORIS ROBERTS: I spoke to the Senate on ageism and my
opening line was,“Gentlemen, if you were in my business, you’d be
out of a job!”

My son and I went to AARP and
said,“don’t boycott.”Instead, on one
day all members of AARP will buy a
pack of gum. In that one day, 30
million packets of gum would be
bought. That’s what they
understand—money.

It’s insane that we don’t organize
politically in some way. We’d make a
movie a blockbuster and then
maybe those idiots would say“hey.”
We are alive over 40.Very much so.

Baby boomers have reached a certain
age, why do you think the industry’s
not responding?

DR: Because magazine ads dictate
what we should wear, what we
should look like, what kind of sex we
should have—and there’s no
magazine that has a picture of
anyone over 40. It’s like we’re
airbrushed out of society.

LORRAINE TOUSSAINT:
Advertisers believe 18-49 is when you can change someone’s
mind about a product. It’s all about pumping products out there.
But here’s the thing, we’re healthier longer, living longer, we’re
productive, and the media is not reflecting that. We want to turn
on the tube and go to the movies and see vibrant, sexy, alive
people that are our age.

DR: In less than 15 years we’ll be the oldest population in the
history of the world and nobody pays attention. We are in charge

STRAIGHT TALK
ontheCHALLENGES
and TRIUMPHS of

AGING
INHOLLYWOOD

5OF
PARTY

FROM LEFT:
TOUSSAINT,
SCHALLERT,
ROBERTS,
TAYLOR and
FALK

FLO
R

IA
N

SC
H

N
EID

ER



Summer 2007 SCREEN ACTOR | 25

of 77 percent of the money in America. Somebody needs to get wise
to that.

PETER FALK: I’m a sucker. When they said the money gravitates
towards things about people who were
young, it made sense to me. But if that’s
not true, then we should make sure that
the people, the guys who are promoting
products, do something.

DR: We have a great power, but nobody
seems to put it together.

At a certain age, and it’s not a very old
age, it’s even hard for writers to get a

script seen or read. So where is this material supposed to come
from?

WILLIAM SCHALLERT: Let me give
you a kind of contrarian opinion here.
I always figured, when I get older I’ll
play older parts. I don’t expect to go
on playing the things I used to play.
Why the hell would I? Acting is a
reflection of who you are and the life
that you’re in. So, I found lately I’ve
been playing older parts, especially
when I stopped dying my hair—that
was a day of freedom for me.

For a while I didn’t have an agency that was working for me. I let
that ride for a few years because I still worked in the voice-over
field. Even that’s a little age affected, but I don’t know why. I sound
about the same as I always did, but somehow or other, I don’t get
the jobs.

But then I got a new agent, and I started getting jobs. The last
place I worked, on a show called The Suite Life Of Zack And Cody,
was a terrific experience. I came on that set, and it was like I was
visiting royalty from some magical kingdom. Everybody knew who
I was and what I’d done. The people who write this show, they
aren’t young writers. These are old, good comedy writers, they
know how to write good jokes, and the kids love it. So, far from
feeling old, I felt revered. These writers wanted to hang around
asking me questions about when I did Get Smart.

That was a terrific experience, so I’ve got a slightly skewed vision
of this. My experience over the past 10 months has been pretty
good.

LT: It’s different for women. Men really have a much longer shelf
life than we do.

PF: Really? I haven’t had a job in 15 years.

DR: Aw, that’s ‘cause you don’t want one, dear.

LT: Doris is an anomaly.You’ve had this major career, you’ve just
kept going. And there are a handful of women that are able to do
that, and even smaller handful of women of color who are able to
do that, because I know at 47—and I’m very proud of my age—
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through the last two, three pilot seasons, I’ve really, for the
first time, been hit with actual, reported ageism. The reports
would come back,“We love her, but she’s too old.”

Two years ago, there was a real mandate that came down
from studio heads that said“this pilot season: no one over
35.”And I got,“love her, but we need a young Lorraine
Toussaint”to play 35 to 40, which meant she had to be 25.

I played a mother in a half-hour show when I was 29.The
boy playing my son was 21, and I was married to a 55 year
old—an actor who was actually 55. I was 29 playing 40.

DR: You know the five stages of an actor?“Who’s Doris
Roberts?,”“Get Me Doris Roberts,”“Get me aYoung Doris
Roberts,”“Get me an Old Doris Roberts,”and“Who’s Doris
Roberts?”

REGINA TAYLOR: I think that is true. It’s hard to find roles of
substance for women, period. But as you get older, it’s rare to
find those roles of substance.There’s the eye candy, and that

usually goes to the younger
actresses. If you want someone
who has depth and range, who
are you going to look for? In order
for that to have some real
vibrancy on the screen? I don’t
think you can substitute that, and
I think that audiences recognize it
and they appreciate it. All ages.

I’ve felt very fortunate in
playing Molly Blaine on The Unit
for the past couple of seasons. It

came as a great surprise to me that I even got the role. I
figured the role of Dennis Haysbert’s wife would go to
someone 29 and drop dead gorgeous. I’m drop dead gorgeous
but older (laughs.)

LT: And the thing that suddenly disappears when you turn 40
is sensuality and sexuality. If you’re playing an older woman,
God forbid you have sex and enjoy it, you’re supposed to be
matronly. They truly don’t know what to do with you.

Who is “they”? Certainly living, breathing audiences, when they
see it, they recognize it, they appreciate it.

LT: This is not about the audience, this is about the people
creating these shows that they think people want to see—
which is not actually what the people want to see.

WS: The voice-over commercial field, when I was working a lot
in it in the late 60s and 70s, was seven percent female.Today it’s
35 percent women, which is a major change.That’s one of the
dramatic differences today—women are doing lots of voiceover
selling.That didn’t used to be the case.

LT: Women are doing a lot more buying.

WS: Somebody got wise to it.

LT: I do think the industry is changing, as Regina was

saying—and as Doris is living proof. I’m doing a show now where
I suddenly looked around the cast, and most of us were late 30s to
50s, which is unusual. Holly Hunter, who is looking at 50 if not
already there; myself, I’m almost there; Laura San Giacomo, in her
late 40s—and this is the core cast. Which suddenly gave me hope,
because I think we’re now actually playing to the real audiences in
the U.S.

This is truer in TV than films?

WS: There are major film stars who are certainly in their 40s.

DR: I was up for a part that I would have been absolutely fabulous
in, and they said she’s too old. I just came off nine years of the
most successful sitcom. And they still said,“she’s too old.”

What about becoming a hyphenate and
producing, writing, things for yourself?

LT: I produce and create. I had a project
that I created for a network, took it
from book to script, got it fully
developed. It sat at the network for
three years, then they came back and
said,“we’re thinking about doing that
project, but the lead’s a little old now.”I

developed it from scratch, for myself, and they came back with,
“would she consider having it be a younger actress?”

RT: I’m in this business for life, it’s a lifetime commitment. I
learned that early on. And things do change, there are cycles,
there are openings at certain points, and you have to move into
those openings when they happen.

For myself, my “hyphen” is “writer.” So I do create these other
roles. I have a great appreciation for actors, so if not for myself then
for other actors. In terms of being an actor, as long as I am living
and breathing I am going to be a creative force.

So how do I do that? It’s about knocking on doors that may be
closed, knocking on doors you hope may some day open, and then
it is about making your own doors.

WS: The agent I got, I got only because I was in this workshop
with about 100 people in it—and I did a scene with a young
actress and she said,“Why aren’t you working more? Why don’t
you go to see my agent?”Every actor needs to stay in touch with
what’s going on. Either with a good teacher, or a good
workshop—somewhere that you’re in touch with people in the
business. One of the keys is to stay in touch with what’s going on
in the business, and to stay sharp.
The industry has changed radically since the end of the studio system
but when you look back at Warners and MGM and the kind of
criticism of the way they had stables of actors, and were constantly
making their stars work in pictures they didn’t want, but nonetheless,
because they had stables of performers who were always in a huge
number of films during the year, there was a place for older actors.

“It’s about knocking on doors
that may be closed, knocking on
doors you hope may some day
open, and then it is about
making your own doors.”
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film. I don’t know how viable it is, but something along those lines
might work, when you’re trying to encourage audiences to support
the kind of films that we could work in.

PF: The problem is the script.

DR: Well, we’d have to look at the script or film and decide if
it was good enough, and whether it’s something that should
be promoted.

Peter Falk is best known as TV’s“Columbo,”a role that has brought
him five Emmys and a Golden Globe. He recently starred in the
film The Thing About My Folks. Doris Roberts is a five-time Emmy
winner and is a well-known for her work as“Marie Barrone”on
Everybody Loves Raymond. Admired for his roles as“Martin Lane”on
The Patty Duke Show and“Admiral Hargrade”on Get Smart, William
Schallert also served as
Screen Actors Guild president from 1979 to 1981. Currently a series
regular on The Unit, Golden Globe winner Regina Taylor
is well-known for her portrayal of“Lilly Harper”on I’ll Fly Away.
Best known for her starring role on Lifetime’s Any Day Now,
Lorraine Toussaint can now be seen as“Kate Perry”on TNT’s Saving
Grace and as“Yoga”on Ugly Betty.

The interview was moderated byVivian Sobchack, a professor
in the Department of Film, Television and Digital Media and former
Associate Dean at the UCLA School of Theater, Film
and Television.

We always have room for talent.
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They were in some way very stereotypical roles, but at least they were
there.

LT: The business has also changed. There used to be a body of work
for the journeyman actor— movies of the week, levels of guest
stars—that were just a way for a huge group of actors to make a
living, and go from gig to gig in an honorable way. There was just
more work for older actors, a variety of parts. It’s just a body of work
that has disappeared in this industry.

WS: There’s two different things we’re talking about here. There’s
what you’re talking about (to Lorraine)—where you’re in the
midrange, you’re close to 50, but you’re still in what I think of as the
younger part of your life. There’s a big difference, as Peter said, when
you’re in your 80s, now, you’d be foolish in your 80s to think you’d be
doing what you did in your 60s.

I’m surprised I’m still working. I certainly don’t expect to be
playing the lead in a series. 15, 20 years ago I would have loved to
have gotten a part on a show that lasted, like yours did (to Doris.)
Then I could have grown old on the show. But I can’t do that
anymore.

DR: I went up for a part for a big producer in town, and he looked
at me and said, oh, are you living here now? (try 30 years!) And he
said,“well, what have you done.”I said,“about what?”

Is there anything you see SAG being able to do to help?

WS: Well, we have a senior performers committee.

DR: Why doesn’t SAG put together a wonderful group of older
people to look at movies that are coming out and then tell SAG
members,“this is for older people.”

PF: The only thing I can say about anything we’ve discussed so far,
is that you have to make room for inconsistencies—things that are
unpredictable, things that are strange—and I’m talking about
myself in this regard. The business has always been very
unpredictable, and open to all kinds of surprises, some good and
some bad.

DR: I still think that there’s some way to organize to get people to
go see movies that we like, and we can turn it into a blockbuster
and then Hollywood will say, hey, we can make money on that
movie.You’ve gotta get to the pocketbook, because they don’t care
about much else.

WS: What about a“Sunset Dance”film festival? The“End of Day”
festival? Have something like a film festival that encourages older
people in the audience to support the films because it’s their kind of




