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of their significant others at various stages of the career path. The text is also an attempt to look at the 
stereotypes related to education in public theater schools. The empirical basis of the work involves free 
interviews conducted by the author with actors from Polish public drama theaters (in the period of 
2015–2017) as well as journalistic interviews with theater artists published in books and popular month-
ly magazines in the period of 2011–2016.

Keywords: 
theater actor, 
motives for choosing 
a profession, 
significant others, 
theater education

Emilia Zimnica-Kuzioła is an Associate Professor in 

the Department of Sociology of Art, Institute of Sociology, 

Faculty of Economics and Sociology, University of Lodz. 

Her research interests include studies of art, religion and 

problems of contemporary culture. In the field of theater, 

she has carried out a lot of empirical research on theatrical 

audience, reception of a performance, theatrical life in Łódź 

and the social world of theater in Poland.

Contact details:
Department of Sociology of Art

Faculty of Economics and Sociology 

University of Lodz

ul. Rewolucji 1905 r. nr 41/43

90-214 Lodz, Poland 

email address: emilia.zimnica@uni.lodz.pl

The analysis carried out in 
the article contributes 
to the work devoted to 
the social process of 

“becoming” – e.g. a cannabis smoker (Becker 1953), 
a doctor (Strauss et al. 1985), an employee of an in-
dustrial plant (Konecki 2007), an academic teacher 
(Marciniak 2008), a poet (Ślęzak 2009). In this ar-
ticle, I attempt at discussing the social conditions 
of becoming a professional actor. However, my aim 
is not to identify and name individual stages that 
lead to the crystallization of the coherent identity of 
the actor, but, rather, to try and answer the question 
about the motives for choosing this difficult profes-
sion; I will also make an attempt at investigating the 
role of significant others in consolidating and con-
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firming the professional self-identification of the-
ater actors. I am interested in the socio-psycholog-
ical process of identity construction with emphasis 
put on the significant others. The problem of identity 
was an important subject of scientific reflection for 
many theorists (including G. H. Mead, M. H. Kuhn, 
T. S. McPartland, R. H. Turner, W. Blumer, A. Strauss, 
E. Goffman, E. Erikson, S. Stryker, G. J. McCall, 
J. L. Simmons). It is not easy to define the concept 
of identity. In the literature on the subject, various 
terms appear, such as “self-conception,” “role identi-
ty,” “self-attitude,” “self-image,” “personal identity,” 
“social identity,” “Situational Self,” etc. In general, 
it is about self-definition and about a relatively per-
manent concept of oneself, with the assumption that 
identity can be negotiated and susceptible to other 
people’s influence. An important work on the sub-
ject of identity is the work by A. Strauss titled Mir-
rors and Mask The Search for Identity (1969). A detailed 
reflection on the concept of identity in the tradition 
of symbolic interactionism was undertaken by An-
drzej Piotrowski: (1998:47-68). 

My goal is also to look at stereotypes and common 
opinions on the subject of entrance exams to drama 
schools, as well as to identify the ideas and simpli-
fying judgments regarding acting, which are not al-
ways in agreement with facts. Admission to studies 
and professional education, culminating in a diplo-
ma, is a turning point in the process of becoming an 
actor. The process of constructing identity contin-
ues, but it is intentional that my analysis here does 
not develop the problem of an acting career itself; 
this is an issue that I have devoted in another article 
(Zimnica-Kuzioła 2020:48-69).

It is worth emphasizing that in the Polish sociolo-
gy of theater, the issue of acting is neglected and 
ignored. The last works concerning this theme ap-

peared in the 1990s (Wilski 1990; Hera 1993). My 
goal is to reactivate this scientific discourse. In this, 
I had a cognitive purpose – I wanted to take into 
account the actors’ perspective. My work is thus 
based on qualitative research techniques and I use 
the existing sources, namely: about 60 press and on-
line journalist interviews with theater artists (the re-
search sample includes all the issues of two month-
ly magazines from 2014 and 2015, and randomly 
selected issues of four other popular magazines 
from 2011–2016); published books (autobiographies 
and interviews dedicated to actors of Polish public 
drama theaters). I am aware of the special nature of 
these sources: artists’ statements should be treated 
with caution and a critical attitude, because they are 
part of image creation of public figures. Undoubted-
ly, such sources have a greater heuristic value: in the 
years 2015–2017, I conducted 20 in-depth interviews 
with actors representing six Polish theater centers. 
My respondents were recruited by means of the 
“snowball” method; artists from both younger and 
older generations participated, among whom were 
fourteen men and six women. 

In-depth interviews constitute a conversation, and 
the researcher does not prepare specific questions, 
but merely a list of issues that will be discussed. 
Usually, new threads appear during an interview 
and the researcher can follow his/her interlocutor 
in a completely new, previously unforeseen direc-
tion. The advantage of this research technique is 
openness and the possibility of an in-depth analysis 
of research problems. In fact, during the conversa-
tion, I was able to get to know the perspective of 
the research participants, their point of view, and 
their way of seeing reality. Most often, I conducted 
the interviews in theaters (a buffet, a dressing room, 
a rehearsal room), several conversations took place 
in cafes, and some others in the Institute of Sociolo-
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gy of the University of Lodz. Due to the anonymous 
character of my research, I do not provide details as 
to the theaters in which my interlocutors work, or 
the cities in which these theaters operate. The lon-
gest interview lasted 3 hours, while the shortest one 
was 45 minutes. In the process of analysis, I used 
qualitative content analysis. 

In my work, I adopt the perspective of interpreta-
tive sociology; I am particularly interested in the 
symbolic interaction approach, which emphasizes 
the formation of a personal “I” under the influence 
of social influences. Symbolic Interactionism asks 
questions about the meanings that arise in everyday 
interpersonal interactions. In interactionism, the so-
cial world is dynamic; it is not a rigid structure, but 
a constantly changing one as a result of the actions 
of social actors. The basic conceptual category here 
is “the self,” which is associated with the reflective 
ability of the individual to recognize himself/her-
self as the object of his/her own thinking, and the 
ability to perceive himself/herself. Social reality is 
“constructed,” maintained, and transformed out of 
symbolic processes occurring in the course of mu-
tual interactions between individuals and commu-
nities. 

It is common that people want to be appreciated and 
accepted, and want to see admiration in the eyes of 
others (the concept of the reflected self): their subjec-
tive self changes under the influence of the assess-
ments and opinions of persons important to them. 
The individual looks in the “social mirror” and 
what they see there greatly affects their self-knowl-
edge and self-esteem, and the way they think about 
themselves.

It is not easy to answer the question about what fac-
tors determine the choice of an artistic career path. 

Some theorists (e.g. the French philosopher Louis 
Lavelle) consider the desire to be permanently reg-
istered in the history of humanity and to gain im-
mortality as important motivations behind artistic 
creativity. Ancient creators in particular strove for 
“posthumous fame,” however, is this motivation rel-
evant to young people nowadays? The fact is that 
there has been a significant increase in interest in 
acting studies – the high number of candidates for 
the first year of studies in public schools preparing 
for this extremely difficult profession leads to ques-
tions about the reasons for this. Józef Kozielecki 
(1997) introduced into the humanities the concept 
of hubristic explanation as a motivation to manifest 
one’s own self and emphasize its significance, sep-
arateness, and uniqueness. Young people want to be 
accepted, admired, and noticed. This need used to 
be naturally fulfilled in primary groups, i.e. in the 
family and among friends. Perhaps in the era of the 
dominance of the virtual culture, homo internetikus 
does not establish cordial ties in the immediate en-
vironment and does not receive any confirmation 
of his/her validity. Potential fame will allow him/
her to “appear” in the minds of others. A neurotic 
and narcissistic personality, as Karen Horney (1981) 
wrote, demands attention and admiration. Certain-
ly, many young people dream of a career in the style 
of Hollywood stars, i.e. achieving a high social and 
economic position, that would provide unlimited 
possibilities of consumption and “control over life.” 
This motivation is combined with a myth that is not 
cited in the literature on the subject and rarely ap-
pears in the statements of the creators. However, it 
functions in common knowledge and opinions in 
the form of the myth about artists’ easy life. In the 
popular imagination, fame translates into status and 
the possibilities for “the chosen ones.” In fact, how-
ever, great careers involve very few artists, as most 
of them operate on an average financial level. Also, 
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if work is their passion, and if they are guided by an 
internal imperative, artists put art “above other mat-
ters of life,” i.e. they simply create, work intensively 
and are not interested in ostentatious consumption. 
It is characteristic that actors do not think about re-
tirement (i.e. the time when they could “cut off cou-
pons from fame”), as most would like to work as 
long as possible. Their biggest problem seems to be 
the fear of being forgotten:

I am the most afraid of only one thing – that one day 

I can be like an old rejected dog, this is the worst 

thing that can happen to an actor. The fear of being 

inefficient, unnecessary. (Interview no. 7)

In the process of creative work, theater artists can 
hypothetically orientate themselves to the recipi-
ent, to the work (performance), or to themselves. 
Considering the recipient (viewer) is an attempt to 
satisfy his/her supposed expectations or to convey 
his/her own artistic vision; considering the work 
involves thinking above all about creating a good 
spectacle, with high esthetic and ideological value; 
and self-respect is associated with the expression 
of personality, with the desire to express emotion-
al experiences and reflections on the world, as well 
as with the desire to get a favorable opinion from 
professional critics and everyday viewers alike (see 
Gołaszewska 1986:200). This analytical distinction is 
of the ordering character, for an actor can be guided 
by all these considerations in one creative act.

Motives for choosing the acting 
profession

According to the findings of Janina Hera, in the 19th 
century, the decision to choose the profession of an 
actor was influenced by numerous factors: a genu-
ine interest in theater as a field of art; faith in one’s 

own talent and vocation for the profession; a desire 
to achieve fame and to gain importance; the desire 
to escape a monotonous life; a lack of prospects in 
life (due to a loss of property after national uprisings 
or having no work); being fascinated with an actress 
/actor appearing in a theater group; or the desire to 
avoid military service (employment in Warsaw’s 
permanent theaters provided such an opportuni-
ty). For children who grew up in the theater, it was 
obvious that they would continue this profession: 
they had known no other life and would have been 
unable to pursue anything else. This led to a natu-
ral biographical reproduction which replicated the 
fate of parents (cf. Hera 1993). Young people who 
were questioned half a century ago (in the 1970s) 
about their motives for choosing the profession of 
an actor admitted that they had been attracted by 
the prospect of an interesting, intense life, as well as 
the opportunity to discover the truth about them-
selves and the realization that they had a passion 
(Romanowski 1978:179-190). Despite the passage of 
decades, the answers to the question about the mo-
tivations accompanying the choice of acting remain 
similar. 

Jolanta Kociuba (1996:26-27) identified two ba-
sic types of motivation when choosing the acting 
profession: defensive one and offensive (develop-
ment-oriented) one. In the first case, the individual 
does not accept himself/herself; his/her identity is 
not grounded, which is why studying and working 
onstage is a remedy for these deficits. “Acting can be 
treated as a defense mechanism, practiced out of the 
necessity of self-defense (defense against the lack of 
self-knowledge or the lack of self-acceptance)” (Ko-
ciuba 1996:26). Here, going too deep into acting roles 
can generate personality disintegration states. In the 
second case, the individual accepts himself/herself 
and acting is his/her way of realizing “external” 
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values that are not related to the “I.” There is also 
the possibility of combining self-knowledge and the 
lack of self-acceptance, since it produces interesting 
results and intensifies creative processes.

Offensive motivation accompanies many choices 
made in the acting profession. The theme of a talent-
ed child appears in numerous interviews; the actors 
reinterpret their own childhood in light of the pres-
ent, and in their biographical discourse they uncov-
er a continuum – they identify activities (post factum) 
which prepared them for their future profession: 
from performances in kindergarten, through recit-
ing competitions at subsequent levels of education, 
to drama school and working in the theater. Talent 
is giftedness – innate or acquired – in a particular 
field, manifesting in the ability to learn quickly and 
with a high degree of mastery of its requirements. 
These are extraordinary skills, i.e. individual pre-
dispositions that must be developed, otherwise they 
might become dystrophic and dormant. 

There is this typical story of a child who dresses up 
in mum’s dresses, puts on high heels, and imagines 
a different world. Many actors showed a predispo-
sition for this profession from a young age: “The 
greatest fun was creating choreography for Cho-
pin’s music. I had vinyl records, I turned the record 
player on, invited my grandmother, grandfather or 
mother, and put a show” (A41:25). Engaging in proj-
ects that “lead to acting” is a permanent feature in 
the biography of actors:

There was a community center of the Machulski fam-

ily in the Ochota theater, my mother enrolled me in 

it. Then there was the Student Rehearsal Theater, in 

which we explored the secrets of the Stanisławski and 

Chekhov methods. When I look at my past now, I can 

see the path I have followed more or less consciously. 

I didn’t tell myself: “I have to be an actress.” Suddenly, 

before graduation, it turned out that I could express 

myself on stage. (A42:30)

Not all actors refer to the cognitive script accord-
ing to which a talented child, eager to show off 
and possessing personal charm, becomes an actor/
actress. Sometimes defensive motivation, related 
to an attempt to break with stigmatization and 
a desire to free oneself from complexes, is domi-
nant. The story of one of the actors concretizes the 
fairy tale motif of the ugly duckling that turns into 
a swan. While at school, he was a small, fragile boy, 
and stronger students asserted their superiority 
over him:

I was an invisible and overlooked child […]. Malig-

nant friends caught me at the end of a long break and 

forcibly put me in a wardrobe that was standing in 

the hallway at school. I was afraid to jump down be-

cause I might break a bone or something […]. I was 

a boy from the countryside, a bumpkin. I looked ter-

rible – small, thin, ugly. Everything was wrong […]. 

(A38:72-73).

However, when he recited poems and controlled 
his listeners, he was important: “I really wanted to 
shout to the whole world that I exist. I could only do 
that on stage” (A38a:72). At such moments, he felt 
really appreciated. In high school, he won a nation-
wide recitation competition, which greatly boosted 
his self-esteem. Thoughts of becoming an actor had 
occurred to him at an early stage in childhood, but 
his social environment did not support such aspi-
rations. First, he was made aware of the lack of the 
necessary physical characteristics (“My father was 
afraid that I would not succeed, that only tall and 
handsome men succeed in this profession”); sec-
ondly, his loved ones thought that this path was in-
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accessible to “the boy from the village near Często-
chowa.” And yet he achieved his goals:

I live in great amazement all the time that what is 

happening is really happening. Then it turned out 

that these conditions are not so important, that oth-

er things are also important. I graduated from acting 

school, became an actor, and then I constantly re-

ceived offers for roles in films, theater and television. 

And so there is this constant amazement that it this is 

happening all the time. (A38b)

The situation of a child from the lower social class 
reaching social advancement owing to great effort 
and great abilities breaks the vicious cycle of repro-
ducing the habitus that Pierre Bourdieu (2005a) re-
ferred to as a “miracle.” The above-mentioned artist 
finally said goodbye to the drama school complex-
es. He worked hard to prove to educators that he 
deserved to pursue artistic studies. With the help 
of books, he developed his imagination; reading 
was his cultural capital and it strengthened his 
self-esteem. The narrative of the “ugly duckling” is 
unique, but it should be strongly emphasized that 
for many actors their profession became a catalyst 
for change; it allowed them to stand out from the 
crowd, released their confidence, and enabled deep 
introspection.1

Regardless of the type of motivation behind choos-
ing the acting profession – i.e. defensive or offensive 
– the previous considerations show that the rudi-
mentary factor behind acting is a natural talent and 
an innate predisposition, which is why one of the 
actors states: “It’s a profession for the chosen. The 
drama school only teaches workshops, breathing 

1 This is confirmed, among others, by Stanisława Celińska and 
Magdalena Pawlicka’s ‘Zacisze Gwiazd’ program in the Polish 
TV (TVP1 online edition, March 8, 2016).

techniques, etc. You must be born with the ability 
to play” (A38a:74). Many participants in the social 
world of theater confirm the common view that tal-
ent is an essential prerequisite for the acting profes-
sion:

Even as a small child I felt that I had a gift that al-

lows me to play various roles. I remember that when 

I was a little boy, and I was always a little boy (laughs), 

when I entered the stage I was the happiest man in the 

world. I was a soloist in the choir, I would recite po-

ems. I wasn’t even interested what the occasion was, 

all I cared about was that I could perform. On stage, 

I wasn’t a small gray man in the crowd of students, 

but someone important. I felt that I meant something. 

When I was reciting the poem and paused, there was 

dead silence in the room. I had the impression that 

I was floating two centimeters above the ground. And 

then I finished the poem and the whole school ap-

plauded. I was very happy then. In one such moment, 

I decided to become an actor. (A38c)

There are exceptions to each rule and this also ap-
plies to the process of “becoming an actor”; the story 
of one artist shows a different biographical variant. 
He was not a wonderful child; he did not dream of 
acting; and he did not “handle” school celebrations, 
reciting, and declaiming. He did not attend a club 
or theater center; he did not know anyone from the-
ater circles and did not even graduate from drama 
school. He became interested in the theater relative-
ly late and he found himself in theater circles due to 
the influence of an affectionate girl:

I took various classes. I worked in a steel mill. Then 

I sat in London for a while. I served breakfast and 

carried suitcases at the Notting Hill Gate Hotel. Then 

I worked at BWA. I wanted to go to Szczecin and 

boarded the ship. I’ve defined myself for a long time. 
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And if it wasn’t for the impulse of love, I wouldn’t be 

an actor […]. It was proposed that I write something. 

I did it and then played it. The director of the Legnica 

theater saw me, he thought it was good, he offered 

me a role in the theater. I was an apprentice for some 

time, then I started playing and got an invitation to 

join the group. I did not graduate from drama school, 

I passed the exam as an extramural student, years lat-

er before the ZASP commission. Beautiful time. Leg-

nica theater was then in the avant-garde. It was a real 

theater work camp. Jacek Głomb built the group on 

the principles of the dirty dozen. Young, fantastic ac-

tors ready for anything. He led the theater out of the 

building: to castles, factory halls, squares and parks. 

Nobody did that at the time. It was happening […]. 

(A1:62)

It is also worth noting that amateur actors – who are 
talented but have no formal theater training – are 
scorned by professional actors. This is not a unique 
situation in the social world of theater; the story told 
by one of the externs is indicative of a certain reg-
ularity. The actor created the first stage role in his 
life in a professional theater. Due to the fact that he 
was not a full-time employee and did not have a di-
ploma, he came across great disapproval from the 
acting team and there was even a revolt. A profes-
sional colleague said that playing an amateur was 
“taking a hoe to the sun.” He appeared onstage de-
spite everything and that situation greatly strength-
ened him (A1:68). Externs must show great determi-
nation and consistency to practice this profession. 
An example is provided by an actress who took the 
drama school exams three times and was rejected 
each time:

The first time they rejected me because, as they 

said, I am already a complete and conscious actress, 

and they welcome people they will only be able to 

improve and shape. When I passed a year later, it 

turned out that I had an “admirer” among the uni-

versity professors, he had it in for me and thanks to 

his efforts I did not get to the coveted faculty […]. 

It was some higher reason. I don’t know where that 

strength came from. I did what I thought was right 

without thinking about the consequences. From the 

street I found out – because someone had read the 

announcement – that they were recruiting at Kra-

kow 38 Theater. I went. And what? They rejected 

me the first time because I had a bad day. And after 

a year I succeeded. (A2:78)

The woman later passed the extramural exam in or-
der to free herself from the amateur status and fight 
for a higher position in the profession.

For actors who did perform on a professional stage 
but did so without a graduation diploma from a the-
ater school, it became necessary to negotiate their 
identity. The dispute concerned the definition of 
“the real actor.” Self-defining uncertainty forced 
actions aimed at confirming the concept of oneself 
as a fully-fledged participant in the social world of 
theater, i.e. one situated in its center and not on the 
periphery. 

Currently, there is a lot of talk in the social world 
of theater about acting as a media temptation (e.g. 
Stanisz 2011:64-67). The young people filling the 
acting faculties of Polish state universities each 
year are credited with hubristic and mercantile 
motivations – dreams of fame and great money 
are said to be the main factor generating interest 
in this profession. However, the cited example 
of the artist who became an actor out of love for 
a girl-actress shows that sometimes interest in the 
profession is also determined by non-artistic con-
siderations.
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The role of significant others at various 
stages of the process of becoming an actor

It is necessary to emphasize – after George Herbert 
Mead – the relevant role of “significant others” in 
the biography of the individual – these are the peo-
ple influencing the individual’s behavior and shap-
ing the person’s social personality and identity. In 
childhood and adolescence, “important others” in-
volve parents. They influence the person’s choices, 
behaviors, and the way of seeing the world. The 
child identifies with them and adopts their per-
spective as the only possible one. The emotionality 
of this relationship makes it easier to impose a defi-
nition of a situation. Primary socialization is the 
most important stage in human development, fol-
lowed by a phase of secondary socialization. Other 
important people appear at this stage, influencing 
the individual, shaping the person’s cognitive and 
axiological horizon, and modeling his/her behav-
ior (Berger and Luckmann 1983:202-214; Szacka 
2003:152-154).

Significant others play an important role in the pro-
fessional path of all people. In the case of actors, 
a role-specific significant other (Denzin 1976) is usu-
ally an environmental authority that gives a clear 
message in terms of seeing potential, appreciating 
the talent, releasing energy to work, encouraging 
the prospective actor to take the exam at drama 
school, advising, confirming the decision, and sup-
porting. Sometimes this person helps to prepare for 
the entrance exam, paves the way in the profession, 
etc. Joanna Żółkowska recalls:

My case is a confirmation of a certain, quite common 

rule in our environment. I became an actress thanks 

to a Polish teacher. The professor […] was an unreal-

ized director, she constantly organized performanc-

es, theater groups, and I was her star. She saw me and 

promoted me. (2015:432)

The positive opinion of an authority from her social 
circle, namely Jacek Woszczerowicz, who came to 
her high school by special invitation, also encour-
aged her. Meeting him became an important event 
for this young girl who thought seriously about act-
ing. The actress received great support from a sig-
nificant other: “I remember that after talking with 
him I was unable to sleep, due to my emotions. It 
seemed to me that I had gained the acceptance of 
someone who was absolutely most important” (Żół-
kowska 2015:434). What is more, Woszczerowicz did 
not limit himself only to praising her performance, 
but also helped her choose texts for the entrance 
exams: “Indeed, he chose incredible texts, I would 
never have come up with them by myself. For exam-
ple, I prepared Ophelia from the Wyspiański Ham-
let Study. Very ambitious” (Żółkowska 2015:434).

I distinguish between five categories of people im-
portant to the professional role: the stimulator, the 
activator, the stabilizer, the symbolic authority, 
and the demotivator. What follows is their charac-
teristics: 

• the stimulator – a person catalyzing interest 
in Melpomen’s art, noticing the potential of 
a young person, mobilizing the person to start 
theater education. She/he is not rooted in the 
theater environment;

• the activator – a professional providing artistic 
care, facilitating entry into a specific environ-
ment, and appearing on the professional stage;

• the stabilizer – a kind and supportive person 
fulfilling the role of a therapist and guide in 
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the local social world, and knowing the spec-
ificity of the profession and environmental 
problems. This is the type that cushions fail-
ures;

• the symbolic authority – a mentor, a master 
who is a point of reference and sets the direc-
tion of professional aspirations. They cab be 
a physically available theater creator particu-
larly valued by the environment, or a histor-
ical figure referred to in the environmental 
discourse;

• the demotivator – a person who hinders the 
process of building an actor’s identity, cuts 
his/her wings, and deprives him/her of faith 
in the rightness of his/her own choice. Para-
doxically, this type can strengthen the per-
son’s will to continue the process of becoming 
an actor as well as it can make the person im-
mune to future criticism, which is inherent in 
public performances. 

These categories emerged during the analysis of the 
collected empirical material, which is why they are 
not speculative and deductive, but strictly inductive 
instead. They explicitly show the social aspects of 
constructing a professional role. Stage actors really 
appreciate the help of those who contributed to the 
strengthening of their acting identity; it is not the 
case only with those whom I interviewed, as the re-
spondents spoke a lot about their gratitude toward 
other participants of the social world of theater who 
believed in their talent, supported them in their dif-
ficulties, and facilitated their professional start. 

The first category – the stimulator – is represented 
by people who are not rooted in the professional 
theater environment, but who stimulated the indi-

vidual’s interest in the world of theater. These can be 
parents, neighbors, educators, or theater instructors 
in community centers (sometimes with an acting 
school diploma). Anna Dymna described the cata-
lyzing role of her neighbor – the actor who lived in 
her tenement house:

He invited me to his theater for children and youth, 

I played a lot of roles with him. Only I thought it was 

fun. Never in my life did I think I would be an ac-

tress. I couldn’t imagine being on stage all my life 

and people staring at me and judging me. When Mr. 

Jan found out that I was going to take psychology, he 

caught me on the stairs and started shouting: “What 

are you thinking! You are to be a great actress, not 

a psychologist! Anyone can be a psychologist.” And 

he told me to apply to PWST. So I submitted my pa-

pers for acting and psychology. (A9:26)

Dymna’s parents accepted her choice, although they 
themselves had “solid professions.” They felt that it 
was necessary to do that which gives satisfaction in 
life: “They both often said that no matter what, we 
must not betray our own dreams and beliefs. And 
here they were consistent. It is good because I love 
my profession very much” (A9:26). Most often, how-
ever, the stimulator is a teacher:

[A Polish teacher in high school – E.Z.K.] was the first 

person to notice this element in me and named it spe-

cifically. (A33:45)

In high school, I performed in a theater circle, my 

Polish language teacher Urszula Kraka pulled me 

into it almost by force. Me – the shy stuttering Arek. 

(A13:40)

Sometimes the significant other is the juror in a re-
cital or theater competitions, whose good opinion is 
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a decisive factor in the person taking up the acting 
studies:

I agree that the choice of the path that we will go on 

often depends on the people that fate puts in our path. 

Of course, I’d heard approving voices before, I collect-

ed prizes at various competitions, but there are plenty 

of such kids. They think I want to take acting classes, 

but in fact I only started to share this with the world 

after the words of the Master [i.e. Wojciech Młynar-

ski, juror at the French Song Competition]. (A27:8)

The activator, in turn, is a professional who facilitates 
the entry into the profession in a specific theatrical 
environment. The support of a significant person 
for the pursuit of a professional role cannot be over-
estimated in the acting school. A professional au-
thority indicates the direction of development, mo-
bilizes the effort, and sometimes makes it possible 
for the prospective actor to appear on a professional 
stage when he/she is still at school. The artistic care 
of a master, usually a director, who engages in the 
performances is an extremely comfortable situation. 
A positive, spontaneous expression by a professor at 
a drama school, who positively assessed the skills of 
one of the actresses, helped the individual build her 
acting identity and boosted her confidence regard-
ing the suitability of the chosen professional path:

I really wanted to work in this profession. I felt his 

magic for the first time in my fourth year. I was cast 

in two main roles in diploma performances […]. I re-

member one day a professor came to the rehearsal 

while I was walking on stage with a cigarette. I pre-

tended to do something, tried something out. She 

looked and said: “It’s unbelievable what a feeling you 

have for the stage.” It was a breakthrough moment. 

From that moment on, I slowly began to think of my-

self as an actress. (A41:25)

The opportunity to participate in professional ven-
tures at the school stage eliminates uncertainty 
and can translate into being anchored in the social 
world of theater as well as into specific gratifica-
tions related to the profession: “I had the oppor-
tunity to debut in the second year with Mrs. Bar-
bara Sass, I got good reviews, I saw that what I do 
makes sense. Then I received a scholarship funded 
by the director of the Bagatela theater, with a full-
time guarantee” (A18:55). It should be noted that 
today the interviewed actors regret the fact that 
there are fewer and fewer great individuals–artists 
who stimulate widespread admiration and a desire 
to imitate:

We were lucky to study and experience the presence 

of great actors, the senior members of the Polish the-

ater scene […]. They were people who carried a certain 

ethical program with them […]. Their very presence 

built orientation, clarified a viewpoint and generated 

reflection, and it was very valuable. They taught in 

a drama school in a way that others certainly do not 

teach today. (A7:55)

In the next stage of the actor’s career, when they 
get involved in a particular theater, the role of sig-
nificant others does not diminish. This can involve 
authorities within theater circles, esteemed mas-
ters, superiors, or colleagues – they become guides 
around the local social world, offering support in 
difficult times. When an actor enters a new situa-
tion, it largely depends on his/her emotional intelli-
gence whether she/he will be accepted by the group 
members. This is when the help of an introductory 
person – who minimizes the tensions associated 
with the interiorization of the social role – cannot 
be overestimated. I have called such a person the 
stabilizer. One actress was lucky enough to become 
acclimatized to the Bagatela Theater in Kraków:

The Process of Becoming a Professional Actor



©2021 PSJ Tom XVII Numer 386

I was lost, fortunately I received a lot of support 

from my older colleagues. If I had found myself in 

a hostile environment, I would not have been able to 

cope. Thanks to them, it was easier for me to take my 

first steps, I was accepted at the beginning […]. My 

group – today I can call it this – knew that a younger 

friend may have problems with emotions, stress and 

composure on stage. I received great help from Dor-

ota Pomykała, who tried to go with me through all 

the stages of entering the profession. Thanks to her, 

I overcame successive degrees of initiation. It hap-

pened that before the premiere of the performance 

Dorota took me on so-called city breaks. We sat or lay 

down in the meadow, she said to me: “Relax, don’t be 

nervous, it’s important that the sun is shining, birds 

are singing, flowers are blooming.” She was right, it 

is important in life, you can not succumb to the pres-

sure of the upcoming premiere. These emotions pass, 

we cannot allow them to dominate life for a moment. 

I am grateful to Dorota for teaching me these princi-

ples. She took my hand, pulled me along, sometimes 

I even laugh that she “adopted me.” (A43:51-52)

The situation is extremely comfortable when the 
actor can count on good advice from a competent 
person who knows the theater world and is kind. 
All artists can probably indicate such a person or 
people who were important from the point of view 
of acclimatizing the individual into the new envi-
ronment (stabilizers) and boosting the person’s pro-
fessional development (activators). It is worth em-
phasizing that sometimes it is the same person who 
plays the stabilizing role and the activating role. 
Ewa Kasprzyk mentions several such people: the di-
rector Barbara Sass, whom she calls “artistic moth-
er”: “I consulted her many times when I got other 
suggestions from other directors (...) There is a bond 
between us today” (Kasprzyk and Kędziak 2013:99); 
Professor Ewa Lassek: “Years later, I appreciate our 

meeting. Student-Master. It was beautiful, difficult, 
sometimes strange. I know that I will remember her 
for the rest of my life. My professor” (Kasprzyk and 
Kędziak 2013:114). It is uncommon for a “mentee” to 
be in the orbit of a role-specific significant other on 
a daily basis, i.e. outside the professional context. 
Kasprzyk had the opportunity to live with Profes-
sor Lassek:

The professor was at a crossroads and preferred not 

to be alone at home. We spent a lot of time together, 

not only in classes, at school. These home “lectures” 

were in fact the real university […]. At this home 

university she passed on her knowledge of acting in 

a natural way. Long discussions until morning in the 

kitchen, the analysis of poems. She made me realize 

the importance of verbal sphere. Maybe that’s why 

I often pick on my younger colleagues when I don’t 

understand what they are saying from the stage […]. 

(Kasprzyk and Kędziak 2013:113)

When discussing important people (in the profes-
sional context), this particular artist also mentions 
a professor who played an important stimulating 
role: owing to him she got to the drama school (the 
professor believed in her very much). Before the po-
litical transformation and the expansion of the Inter-
net, a significant other for the professional role – be 
it a “great actor” or a “great director” – had inspired 
respect and had been treated as someone special, 
almost a superman “from another dimension.” The 
interviewed artists talked about this a lot, and what 
follows is a characteristic statement:

I remember my first entrance to the drama school 

when I saw Jan Łomnicki, Jan Englert, Maja Ko-

morowska, lots of people from the screen, and I had 

treated them as completely isolated from life. As 

outstanding characters. And it remains so today, al-
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though when I once went to the toilet and met Lom-

nicki in it, I was shocked: “How is this? Does he have 

to pee too?” I couldn’t understand it, but I finally felt 

relieved [laughs]. (A21:89)

Recalling her debut, episodic role, but one performed 
among great actors, Magdalena Zawadzka empha-
sizes the state of euphoria caused by being among 
eminent actors: “I was a girl, an amateur. And on the 
set the stars themselves: Aleksandra Śląska, Gustaw 
Holoubek, Andrzej Łapicki. It was like a fairy tale, 
like a dream” (Zawadzka 2015:420). Particularly old-
er actors speak with great appreciation and esteem 
about their masters and directors with whom they 
collaborated. They value their working methods, 
talent, and a serious but friendly attitude toward the 
profession and their mentees alike. The master–stu-
dent relationship is characteristic of artistic educa-
tion. According to the interviews, however, younger 
actors are more restless and do not want to use the 
experience of older colleagues, which is a sign of our 
times. Meanwhile, Dorota Segda talks about the im-
portant role of mentors in the following way:

Authority in this profession is extremely important. 

You must have masters from the first year; observe 

how seriously they take theater, how they work on 

the role. Watch them on stage and even how they be-

have in a cafeteria. You can also learn a lot from them. 

(2015:281)

The cooperation with recognized professionals and 
masters is connected with the phenomenon of ca-
reer coupling (Wagner 2005:22). The reputation of, 
for example, a director affects an actor’s good rep-
utation; a creative relationship with an outstanding 
person is not only a source of pride, but it can also 
help in achieving professional success. The famous 
actress emphasizes the “value of important, artistic 

meetings” and underlines that contact with remark-
able people who taught her the theater has marked 
her career path. She gratefully remembers profes-
sors from her drama school – Jan Peszek, or Krzysz-
tof Globisz, as well as directors – Jerzy Jarocki, Ta-
deusz Bradecki, Jerzy Grzegorzewski, and Andrzej 
Wajda. She also mentions her fellow actors from the 
‘Old Theater’ [Pol. Teatr Stary] who influenced her 
artistic education:

Meetings with such people build the personality of 

a young person. Acting is not only a workshop and 

the ability to speak beautifully, talent alone is not 

enough. It should be developed and enriched. I think 

that even the greatest talent can be wasted if you 

work in a bad theater with actors that are not the best. 

If you don’t meet masters. (Segda 2015:281)

Out of the people important for the profession, she 
remembers Jerzy Jarocki above all – she talks about 
having full confidence in the director and about his 
readiness for the greatest professional sacrifices:

Jarocki was the first, maybe that’s why he is the most 

important. I played two huge roles with him at school. 

And then in the theater six more wonderful meetings. 

He shaped me incredibly. The first meeting with him 

was actually a kind of love. Mutual, it must be said. If 

he had asked me to jump out of the window, I would 

have jumped without hesitation. I felt like a plasticine 

ball in the hands of a demiurge. (Segda 2015:279)

Jerzy Jarocki is also remembered with sentiment 
by other actors (e.g. Jerzy Trela), who, interestingly, 
recall not only what was good, but also remember 
extremely difficult moments of cooperation with 
him. Therefore, it turns out that the activator does 
not necessarily have to strengthen the “ego” of 
the mentee; sometimes he/she uses the strategy of 
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“a stick” rather than “a carrot.” One of the artists 
always remembered the moment that undermined 
her sense of value [for an hour she tried to say one 
word and, according to the director, she did not 
do it well – E.Z.K.]: “I thought I should go to the 
wardrobe, take my purse, coat and never be again 
an actress (...) It was a test in which I felt complete-
ly destroyed by Jarocki” (A29:78). Ultimately, even 
difficult experiences pay off in professional life. 
Despite this incident, the actress emphasizes that 
she owes a lot to the director. She understood that 
every spoken word, the stage awareness, and full 
commitment to the production process are all im-
portant. Owing to Jarocki, she started to approach 
the played character intellectually and not just 
emotionally: “Working with him made me think 
logically, encouraged me to look into studies that 
can help prepare the role” (A29:78). The directors 
who shaped theater life in Poland also had a signif-
icant impact on the professional condition of many 
actors. The interviewed artists also consider their 
employers and teammates to be important people 
for their professional role:

I was very lucky with people. Wojtek Kościelniak, 

the first director of the “Capitol” Musical Theater 

in Wrocław, gave me my first artistic home and en-

rolled me in so many music and dance classes that 

I went to them from morning to evening. I learned 

a lot about acting skills working with the great Kin-

ga Preis at the Polski Theater in Wrocław. (A3:82)

It is worth emphasizing that a significant other for 
the professional role may be a person that the actor 
has never encountered personally (a legendary ac-
tor or director): the narrative environment evokes 
the person’s merits, acting style, great roles; the 
prospective actor becomes fascinated by the per-
son’s personality and artistic activities in the social 

world of theater. Such a figure can be a reference 
point, a role model, an ideal for the creator. A mod-
el image of the representative of a given profession 
is needed from the point of view of establishing 
the normative framework for action in every social 
world. Therefore, another category of people im-
portant for the professional role appears: a symbol-
ic authority that inspires admiration and respect. 
Similarly to how a compass works, it helps to set 
the direction of artistic aspirations and becomes 
a catalyst for development.

Finally, it is worth analytically separating the cat-
egory of a significant other that demotivates peo-
ple – this applies to people who not only do not 
help, but who even hamper the role, take away 
actors’ faith in their own abilities (Zimnica-Kuz-
ioła 2018: 12). Many actors have encountered such 
an ‘anti-authority’ on their artistic path, e.g. Ewa 
Kasprzyk mentions a professor from the drama 
school who made a “demonic” impression on her: 
“I was terribly afraid of him, […] he closed me and 
blocked me,” she declares (Kasprzyk and Kędziak 
2013:113). One of my interlocutors also did not 
have good memories of the theater education pe-
riod:

School was one gigantic disappointment, many – now 

I see it, after many years – professors who had not 

succeeded in their professional lives, had some chips 

of their shoulders, some bile, who clipped our wings. 

Maybe there is a deeper meaning in this: “we’ll see 

who is the toughest,” maybe... but I think differently. 

(Interview no. 9)

The actors would have preferred to avoid meeting 
such “demotivators;” their devastating remarks 
were a real trauma for them. However, one might 
ask whether people who are perceived as toxic – and 
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as those hindering the building of the actor’s iden-
tity – ultimately contribute to the increased effort, 
and whether they harden young people for future 
criticism.

Entrance exams and education in a public 
drama school – facts and stereotypes

In the process of becoming an actor, passing the 
exam to a public drama school is an extremely im-
portant moment. Completing major studies is asso-
ciated with obtaining formal legitimacy for stage 
work. Amateurs without a diploma have no chance 
of working in a theater, and the few exceptions 
only confirm this rule. At this point, I would like to 
emphasize that numerous popular opinions often 
do not have any grounds in the reality. Contrary to 
stereotypes, it is not only handsome brunettes and 
beautiful blondes that get into acting studios. The 
most important requirement is talent, the ability 
to attract attention, and personality. Characteristic 
people who do not necessarily represent the classic 
type of beauty also have a chance, as evidenced by 
the following statement:

In Warsaw I dropped out after the first stage. War-

saw chooses tall, big brunettes, with a low-set voice, 

and I was of a very small size and had a boy’s face. 

My mother knows Wiesław Komasa, who was on 

the committee, my mother called him: “Wiesiek, you 

could tell me what was wrong, it could be useful for 

him at exams in other cities.” And he told my mother 

that Komorowska supported me, but I was still too 

young, I had an unformed vocal apparatus and that 

I was not the type they were looking for. And he ad-

vised my mother: “Let him come to Lodz, because 

they are looking for weirdos.” I did not blame him, 

because he was not malicious, he spoke with sympa-

thy to help me. (Interview no. 10)

The next stereotype concerns the need to have ‘sup-
port’ in the form of a social and family capital (P. 
Bourdieu), i.e. connections in the social circle. There 
is, indeed, a phenomenon of professional reproduc-
tion, i.e. acting is often a family tradition. This can 
be exemplified by one of the interviewed actresses; 
she was being prepared for this profession since 
childhood, as the father was the technical manag-
er in three theaters in Kraków, while the mother 
did folk dance choreography. In her teens, the ac-
tress performed at the Bagatela Theater in the play 
titled Blue Bird. In high school, she was involved in 
an inter-school theater, and then she got into the 
theater school at her first attempt. And – as a friend 
from school says about her – she was a top student 
(A35:76). For my interlocutor, who was exceptionally 
“at home” in the social world of theater, it was quite 
natural to choose acting as a professional path:

I am from an acting family, my mother is an actress, 

my father is a composer, and my stepfather is also an 

actor […]. I was often in the theater, behind the scenes 

[…]. I often went to technical masters and electricians 

– I sat in the booth and watched performances from 

there. And I remember the theater buffet very well 

[…]. I lived with my mother and stepfather in a theater 

flat at the back of the theater. Administrative facilities 

and theater structure – it was my “daily bread.” The 

actors I met in the cafeteria were simply my mother’s 

friends, uncles, and aunts. (Interview no. 10)

However, being “at home” in the theater universe 
is not necessary for it to become an object of fasci-
nation or a recognized value. An actor who has had 
only occasional contact with the art of Melpomene 
can exemplify this. As a child, he used to visit the-
aters in Kraków with his parents (they came to per-
formances from Andrychów, 60 km away), but also 
in his town, cultural groups from Kraków used to 
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host bands sometimes (A31:98). An authentic interest 
in this field of art was enough to make his dreams 
of acting studies the reality. The lack of environ-
mental “empowerment” can be seen as an obstacle, 
but this is not necessarily the case. An actress from 
Racibórz, although she attended a theater communi-
ty in her hometown, was concerned that she would 
not pass the entrance exams. Her parents supported 
her choice, but they also did not hide their surprise 
that a person “without adequate resources” could 
become a professional actress (A43).2

Another stereotype is associated with the conviction 
that one must necessarily attend preparatory cours-
es as well as practice diction in order to achieve the 
goal of getting into one of several public theater uni-
versities in Poland: “Considering my problems with 
diction, stuttering, shyness and low self-esteem, act-
ing seemed like a dream, pie in the sky,” as one of 
the actors stated (A13:40). He passed the course at 
his first attempt and is doing well in his profession. 
It is worth emphasizing that imperfections in theat-
rical skills that can be eliminated do not disqualify 
a potential actor.

With all that in mind, I am aware that my attempt to 
falsify selected stereotypes without statistical data 
is doomed to failure a priori. Stereotypes do not ex-
plain all events and we can always find exceptions 
that challenge stereotypical ideas. Therefore, I can-
not invalidate the prevailing opinions based on in-
dividual examples. On the other hand, it is worth 

2 Joanna Stanisz – who examined the first year of students 
from the Acting Department of the National Film, Television 
and Theater School in Lodz (the beginning of studies in the 
academic year 2005/2006) – noted that out of 24 people only 
2 came from actors’ families. The researcher argued that the 
fact of being part of an actors’ family “does not facilitate get-
ting into school, nor does it facilitate graduation” (Stanisz 
2011:282).

noting that there is a certain unpredictability and 
indeterminism in the discussed processes.

The large number of applicants for state drama 
schools means that it is extremely difficult to get 
into these dream studies the first time round.3 In the 
memories of many great artists, the rejection by the 
Examination Board is a sad experience that tested 
their level of determination and perseverance. One 
actress’ statement exemplifies this well:

My profession has never let me down. The only pain-

ful event was these two failures at the entrance exams. 

As I tried to get into Krakow, Anna Polony told me for 

two years in a row that I looked like a twelve-year-old, 

so I could wait. Before the exams in Warsaw, I went 

to consultations during which I heard that I sounded 

bored and that I lisp. And this was right after I re-

ceived the main prize at the National Festival of One 

Actor Theaters, where a critic wrote: “This girl inter-

prets Bernhard even better than Łomnicki.” I didn’t 

know who to believe, I got conflicting information. 

After the consultation, I cried in the hallway of the 

drama school and thought it was over. Fortunately, 

I met a friend who studied there, and he reassured 

me that they intentionally discourage candidates in 

such a brutal way so that only those who truly believe 

in themselves would turn up for the exams. It gave 

me a kick to keep fighting until finally the third time 

I succeeded. (A8:76)

One artist who was given four bad grades at the en-
trance exam “for everything” was discouraged, but 
sticking to her choice paid off (Kasprzyk and Kęd-
ziak 2013:19). Many of the candidates rejected by the 
recruitment committees, who nevertheless realized 

3 In the mentioned study by Joanna Stanisz, the majority of the 
drama students – i.e. 14 out of 24 people – passed the exam at 
their first attempt (2011:42).
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their life plan, later met their examiners at work, 
during a performance, or on a film set. Their praise 
was of utmost importance to them, because it elim-
inated the previous – perhaps too hasty – opinion. 
The memory of failure from years ago was not so 
devaluing. It is worth noting that some candidates 
for actors get into university “conditionally,” and 
during the education process they have to under-
take intensive learning of pronunciation, improve 
diction, and strengthen self-esteem.

Cultural and economic family capital determines 
the way an individual functions in the education 
system. Pierre Bourdieu (2005b) drew attention to 
the phenomenon of the easier life start for individ-
uals that come from materially-wealthy and cul-
turally-active families. The habits of participating 
in symbolic culture, especially in the culture of the 
second system (according to Antonina Kłoskowska’s 
concept) – acquired through the family home – pay 
off in the future and are a heritage that is repro-
duced. Some of the actors come from rural environ-
ments in which access to the so-called higher forms 
of cultural activity – theater, museum, philharmon-
ic – is restricted. In fact, at the beginning of a course 
in a drama school, students from villages and small 
towns have a more difficult start, and thus have 
a weaker orientation in the field of artistic culture. 
The awareness of deficiencies forces them to make 
greater effort and generates the need to catch up. It 
is much easier for people rooted in the social envi-
ronment, whose relatives or friends are connected 
with art and/or with the theater, not necessarily the 
acting profession itself.

Conclusion

The choice of the acting profession results from 
both defensive and offensive motives. Sometimes 

the decision to take exams to get into drama school 
is dictated by an attempt to change the negative 
image of oneself, is associated with the desire to 
break complexes. However, it is much more often 
the result of a long process of primary and second-
ary socialization. It is impossible to imagine an 
actor who has no natural predisposition for stage 
performances, i.e. talent, which is heavily valo-
rized by the social environment. However, talent 
as an essential condition for professional success 
is not enough if it is not backed by work, support 
from the social circle, and the personal involve-
ment of the individual. In many of the interviews, 
there was a motive of interest – already in child-
hood – in the phenomenon of theater. Dressing-up, 
performances at family celebrations, reciting po-
ems at kindergarten and elementary school were 
all the beginning of this path. It must be clearly 
stated that many actors “inherited” talent from 
their parents (often also artists), but also received 
support from the social environment in the form 
of orientation and the strengthening of natural 
predispositions. Participation in theater groups 
operating in schools or community centers, vis-
its to children’s theater and then to regular the-
aters, conversations about art with a “significant 
other,” and many other environmental factors all 
mobilize young people to start a career. The good 
opinions expressed by the social environment, the 
perception of the individual as a talented person – 
all of this shapes the individual’s self-esteem and 
mobilizes her/him to be active. Neither talent nor 
socialization would be sufficient without internal 
commitment and specific actions, i.e. without the 
individual decision and the conscious develop-
ment of creative dispositions. Therefore, it is not 
about determination, but about the free choice 
of a person who makes an autonomous decision 
about his/her professional future.
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A similar explanation of the process of becoming an 
artist can be found in the work by Maria Gołasze-
wska, who isolated the conditions determining the 
realization of the creative attitude: personality con-
ditions, social conditions, and individual conditions 
(1986:199). In the empirically-oriented esthetics rep-
resented by Gołaszewska, artistic creativity is the 
result of the disposition (creative attitude) of an in-
dividual, realized in a specific social environment. 
Therefore, esthetics meets sociology, because both 
areas emphasize the impact of exogenous factors, 
without which the abilities and interests of the in-
dividual would only remain in the sphere of pure 
potentiality. The interactive concept of “significant 
others” explains the mechanisms involved in the 
external confirmation of an individual’s creative 
predispositions, building a professional identity. 

The sociological concept of identity assumes its so-
cial bestowing, confirmation, and transformation 
(Berger 2012:96). “Identity is not something ‘given’. 
But it is broadcast in the acts of social recognition. 
So we become what others recognize us as” (Berg-
er 2012:97). Therefore, it is worth emphasizing that 
“each identity requires specific social affiliations 
to survive” (Berger 2012:99). If identity is proces-
sual and depends on social situations, then we can 
talk about its “discontinuity” and dynamics (this 
was the conclusion of researchers representing the 
Chicago school). For G. H. Mead, the significant 
other is a person from whom an individual adopts 
patterns of social behavior in the process of social-
ization and who influences his/her personality and 
identity (M. H. Kuhn used the term “orientational 
other”). At the stage of primary socialization, sig-
nificant people consist of parents and guardians, 
while at the stage of secondary socialization, these 
are other people with whom the individual estab-
lishes lasting interpersonal relationships that serve 

such a role. They become a relevant point of refer-
ence for the individual.

Professional identification is very important in the 
process of becoming an actor. It is about a sense of 
bond with people involved in a specific profession, 
as well as about the interiorization of norms, pat-
terns of behavior, and values specific to this profes-
sion. Many factors contribute to the development 
of professional identification: the attitude to the 
profession, motivation to work, responsibility for 
one’s actions, satisfaction with the results of one’s 
own involvement in the carrying out of profession-
al tasks, etc. 

In this article, I distinguished between five catego-
ries of people who are important in the dynamic 
process of becoming a professional actor, namely: 
the stimulator, the activator, the stabilizer, the sym-
bolic authority, and the demotivator.

To become a “consecrated” actor, one needs to gain 
theater education, preferably in one of several pub-
lic drama schools operating in Poland. The exam for 
a drama academy is a groundbreaking biographi-
cal fact – the beginning of an intensive process of 
acquiring competence for stage work. It is also the 
stage at which the actor acquires a role and when 
the actor’s identity is supported by the environment. 
There are many stereotypes about the entrance ex-
ams to the drama school; based on my conversations 
with the actors, I looked at them more closely and 
identified phenomena that undermine the thesis 
about these claims’ universality. Completing major 
studies is not only related to the acquisition of work-
shop skills. A diploma is a formal and symbolic sign 
of belonging to the professional world of theater 
and provides (at least potentially) the opportunity 
to work in one’s dream profession. The analysis of 
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the process of becoming an actor can be completed 
at this point. However, this process will continue – 
some events will involve conscious career-building, 
the consolidation of the actor’s identity, and an in-

crease of his/her position in the social world of the-
ater, while others will generate states of uncertainty 
and ambivalence. This, however, is a topic for an-
other study.
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Proces stawania się zawodowym aktorem 

Abstrakt: Celem artykułu jest rekonstrukcja procesu stawania się zawodowym aktorem. Autorka stawia pytanie o motywacje, 
jakie kierują młodymi ludźmi decydującymi się na studiowanie aktorstwa. Interesuje ją także oddziaływanie znaczących innych 
na różnych etapach drogi prowadzącej do zawodu. Tekst stanowi też próbę przyjrzenia się stereotypom dotyczącym egzaminów 
wstępnych i edukacji w publicznych szkołach teatralnych. Bazę empiryczną pracy stanowią wywiady swobodne przeprowadzone 
przez autorkę z aktorami polskich publicznych teatrów dramatycznych (w latach 2015–2017) oraz wywiady dziennikarskie z arty-
stami teatralnymi opublikowane w pozycjach książkowych i popularnych miesięcznikach w latach 2011–2016.

Słowa kluczowe: aktor teatralny, motywacje wyboru zawodu, znaczący inni, edukacja teatralna
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