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she’ll be cast in a smaller
role than she auditioned
for, but she knows that it’s
all about teamwork, and
she thinks it’s fun just to
be a part of the produc-
tion.”

Vanessa Erbrick, a
Stone Mountain mother
of two, refers to herself
as someone with a “stage
kid” rather than seeing
herself as a classic “stage
mom.” Her daughter Han-
nah, 11, first expressed a
desire to hit the boards at
age 7, and even suggested
a professional photogra-
pher for head shots. Han-
nah, who attends the Chil-
dren’s School in Midtown,
has a “bubbly person-
ality” and jumps at any
chance to audition for the
Christmas plays at their
church, where the casting
process is a little less than
cutthroat.

“You may just be a
sheep grazing in the
back of the manger, but
you’re going to get cast,”
laughed Erbrick.

Hannah recently por-
trayed Tweedle Dee in a
production of “Alice in
Wonderland” at Smoke
Rise Arts Academy in
Stone Mountain and now
wants to go out for meat-
ier roles. Erbrick admits
that she has mixed feel-
ings about the possibil-
ity of acting taking over
Hannah’s daily schedule
— and about dealing with
the inevitable disappoint-
ment that accompanies
the rejection of not land-
ing a part.

“We have long discus-
sions about being gra-
cious if she doesn’t get
the part and to try to be
happy for the child who
does get it. It’s hard not to
be disappointed,” said Er-

brick. “It’s so much of a
time commitment, and I
just want her to be a kid,
you know?”

At the other end of the
Atlanta kids casting spec-
trum are holiday produc-
tions at performing arts
organizations such as the
Woodruff Arts Center.
The Arts Center’s Melis-
sa Sanders said its holiday
productions do not post
open auditions the way
many area theater groups
do. Among those are Ho-
rizon Theatre, which is
presenting “Madeline’s
Christmas” this year, and
Fifth Row Center in Flow-
ery Branch, which held
auditions last weekend for
“It’s a Wonderful Life.”

At Woodruff, Sand-
ers explained, “These are
professional contracted
artists or groups that hold
their own auditions pri-
or to hitting our stage. So,
we really have nothing to
do with the auditioning
process.”

Even usually successful
auditioners like Aubrey
Place don’t try out for ev-
erything. Aubrey’s mom
said that her daughter is
not auditioning for any
Christmas roles this year.
There’s just not time.

“She’s on the cross-
country team as well and
we’re trying not to over-
extend her,” explained
Heather Place.

Dr. Reese, the child
psychologist, agreed that
getting involved in acting
can require a balancing
act by both the child and
the parent. He cautioned
that schoolwork can suf-
fer, and that other mem-
bers of a household can
be affected if time is not
managed properly.

He also reiterated the
importance of paying
close attention to a child’s
emotions if he or she is
turned down for a role.

“Be cautious if your
child starts to isolate him
or herself, loses inter-
est in other activities, be-
comes surly or refuses to
talk about the rejection,”
he said.

And remember: Every
kid has an chance to be in
full costume and makeup.
It’s called Halloween.

and local theater groups
with DIY wardrobes sewn
at home. Some kids cast
in holiday productions
will take home a pay-
check, while others will
have to learn which way is
stage left.

Inevitably, though,
some kids — and parents
— are going to go home
disappointed. If a child
is not cast in the desired
role or maybe not at all,
emotions can run high.

Dr. Roy Reese, a child
psychologist with a family
practice in Decatur, said
that Atlanta is a fantas-
tic town for kids to get ex-
posed to the arts and that
many different opportu-
nities are available to chil-
dren of all ages.

“These can be great
learning experiences for
children, getting to work
with directors and inter-
act with their peers with
similar interests,” said Dr.
Reese.

“Rejection, however, is
part of the arts,” he cau-
tioned. “I advise that par-
ents start a dialogue ear-
ly on with their children.
Establish that no matter
what happens that you
still love them [and] sup-
port them, and [remind
them] to just have fun.”

Heather Place of
Smyrna said her daugh-
ter Aubrey, who attends
the Shreiner Academy in
Marietta, started acting at
the age of 3. In addition to
school plays, the 11-year-
old has been cast in sever-
al television commercials
and independent films,
and has appeared in print
ads. She is represented
by the Houghton Talent
Agency in Atlanta.

“Luckily, she copes
with rejection very well,”
said Place. “Sometimes,
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Hannah Erbrick in “Alice
in Wonderland” at Smoke
Rise Arts Academy.
Vanessa Erbrick
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Last Tuesday, Atlanta
sculptor Elizabeth Turk
was named as one of 23
recipients of this year’s
MacArthur Foundation
“genius grants.”

Turk, 48, will receive
an award of $500,000,
paid quarterly over five
years, from the Chicago-
based John D. and Cathe-
rine T. MacArthur Foun-
dation. There are no
strings attached and no
oversight from the foun-
dation, which has made
the grants for 30 years.
Grantees aren’t even re-
quired to report how they
spend the money.

Turk’s plans sound sim-
ple enough: “I think I’ll
continue what I’m doing,
but hopefully on a larg-
er and deeper scale,” she
told The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution.

And just what does she
do? In an interview pro-
vided by the MacArthur
Foundation, Turk said:

“The work that’s be-
come the most well
known is stone sculpture.
And the stone, sort of re-
claimed marble, is real-
ly about what’s not there.
What has been removed
is a tremendous amount
of material so that only a
delicate lattice remains.
... How can that structure
hold itself? That’s the dif-
ficult part of it, and the
intriguing part. ... And
it’s a very honest part of
it, because if you make a
mistake, it breaks.

“I think my sister de-
scribes my work best. She
said, ‘Your work is inspi-
rational because it is mak-

ing something possible
out of the impossible.’ I
love that statement be-
cause it’s optimistic, it’s
inspirational even to me,
and it does describe my
work.”

In the wake of Turk’s
award, we asked MacAr-
thur Fellows director
Daniel Socolow, a part-
time Atlantan, to tell us
how it’s decided who gets
the surprise grants.

Q: So, the folks who re-
ceive the grants have
no idea the MacArthur
Foundation has been
considering them?
A: It’s one of the most
amazing things that drops
out of the sky on people
who have no idea we’ve
been looking at them. You
get one call from me: I
say, “Guess what, we’ve
been looking at you. We
think you’re terrific, we
think the work you do is
fantastic and important.
You’re never gonna hear

from me again, but you’re
going to get a half-million
dollars, and go for it.”

Q: What’s the process
for finding these “ge-
niuses”?
A: We’re looking for peo-
ple who are really ex-
traordinary, unusual,
very original in whatev-
er area they work. [The
grants have] gone to ev-
eryone from farmers to
astrophysicists. What
we’re looking for … are
people who are truly ex-
traordinary. Who are real-
ly creative. Who we think
have great possibilities
and potential to do great
things moving forward,
not just now.

We’re betting on what
they’re going to do for the
future.

I invite hundreds and
hundreds of people each
year who’ve never been
involved in this to suggest
people.

I then write to tens of

thousands of other peo-
ple about [those suggest-
ed], and it’s confidential.
And I collect all the ma-
terial written about and
by the person, copies of
their art if they’re art-
ists, music if they’re mu-
sicians. I take these many,
many dossiers to a very
small committee of not
surprisingly anonymous
and confidential folks that
are with me for a year,
winnowing down from
hundreds of hundreds to
20 or 25 [honorees] from
across this broad spec-
trum of expertise.

Q: How many serve on
the final selection com-
mittee?
A: About a dozen. Nom-
inators and evaluators
change every year. Selec-
tors are on a rotating ba-
sis, [serving a] three-year
term. All these people are
outside the foundation.
The reason for all [that]
is not to play games. We

really believe when you
can’t find a nominator,
can’t find any of the play-
ers, you can’t influence
the program. As a re-
sult the people who get
this are truly deserving
and haven’t gotten to us
through influence.

Q: It’s amazing that you
don’t require that they
justify, or even detail,
what they do with the
$500,000.
A: We believe these peo-
ple know far better than
we what to do with the
money. That they’re
really creative people
who need no oversight,
nobody hanging on their
shoulder.

More online: Read Howard
Pousner’s interview with
Elizabeth Turk at ajc.com.
More images of Turk’s work
can be viewed at the website
of Hirschl & Adler Modern, the
gallery that represents her, at
www.hirschlandadler.com.
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Sculptor Elizabeth Turk will receive a grant of $500,000. She loves how her sister described her work as “making some-
thing possible out of the impossible.” Photos by John Nowak Getty Images for the MacArthur Foundation

Turk was awarded a “ge-
nius” grant from the
MacArthur Foundation.
Her collars carved from
slabs of marble are shown.
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