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Kim Dickens 
 
Vanderbilt University, the Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute (NYU), the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, Deena 
Levy, and Sharon Chatten 
 
I went to college at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tenn. It was only my senior year that I started going to theater 
classes. I did my first play there. From there I went to a summer program through NYU for the Lee Strasberg Theatre 
Institute, and then I did the two-year program at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. Once that happened, I was 
a full-fledged waitress in New York City. 
 
I was basically waiting tables and being young in the city. Some of my friends and I were putting on our own plays 
and scene nights. There came a time when I thought, "I've got to start my career. If this is really what I want to do, I've 
got to take it seriously." I'd heard about Deena Levy's acting class, and I put myself in it. It was when I got into that 
class that I felt as if everything I'd learned before sort of came together for me. It was a significant moment in my life. 
It became organic and I began to understand it. I think about it a lot, and I'm forever grateful for it. 
 
I studied with Deena for about a year. I stayed in touch, and we did some private work. I moved to Los Angeles, 
where I've worked with a private coach, Sharon Chatten, for the past 13 years. She is an amazing teacher, and for 
me she provided a natural progression from my earlier work with Deena. 
 
But my last work in a class environment was with Deena, who is a wonderful teacher. She's passionate, she's soulful, 
she's artful and incredibly experienced and talented, and she's fun. She's a warm person, and she created this really 
safe place to explore. But she also had a wonderful technique and a process. You would work on a scene for six 
weeks. For the first three weeks, you don't memorize it. You do a lot of process work with the text before memorizing 
it. 
 
In addition, she does this practice called "What Works." You'll do a monologue or an improv in front of the class, and 
Deena will say, "What works?" and people will yell out what works about you. It could be the sound of your voice, the 
way your mouth moves, the way you walk. Oftentimes the things that will resonate with an audience were the things 
you wanted to shut down in yourself, the things that you thought didn't serve you as an actor—whether it's the way 
my hair looked that day or the fact that I was in a bad mood that day. This allowed me to accept those things about 
myself and incorporate it into the work, not judging it, but keeping all those channels open. This way you're a fully 
formed instrument. Chances are this will humanize the characters you play. If you want to resonate with an audience, 
you have to allow the characters to have flawed parts. 
 
It was that acceptance that made me think, "Oh, okay, I'm part of this. Everything I'm walking in the door with is okay 
to be part of this character. I can explore this; I can come to terms with this." Lots of times we push away things. It's 
better to know that this is there and decide if it's usable instead of fighting it—because if you're fighting something, 



you're shutting down a part of you and your vulnerability. That helped me just because I could walk into an audition 
room, which was foreign and scary to me, and I didn't have to feel I had to be this "great actress." Now I could walk in 
the room having waited tables till 2 in the morning or had a fight with a friend, or maybe I was happy when the 
character was supposed to be sad, yet I could allow all that to come in with me, and I could use it or not. 
 
Kim Dickens currently stars as Janette Desautel on HBO's "Treme" and appears in the new "Footloose." She has 
appeared on such shows as "Deadwood," "Friday Night Lights," and "Lost." Her indie film credits include 
"Palookaville," "Voice From the Grave," "Truth or Consequences, N.M.," "Heart Full of Rain," and "Great 
Expectations." She starred opposite Bruce Willis in "Mercury Rising" and alongside Ben Stiller and Bill Pullman in 
"Zero Effect." She was nominated for an Independent Spirit Award for "Things Behind the Sun." Other films include 
"House of Sand and Fog," "Red," and "The Blind Side."	  


