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  Introduction




  The most essential point I should make at the beginning of this book is that this is not a book about ‘Being An Actor’. It is not a book that explains how to be a good actor. It is not a book about how to find work as an actor, nor how to persuade yourself (let alone those around you) that you are an actor.




  This is a book that discusses how some agents – and some actor–agent relationships – work, and suggests some possible best-practice ideas, whether you are already in a relationship with an agent, hope to start a relationship with an agent, or are struggling to have a productive working relationship with an agent.




  This book will not act as a categoric, indisputable or unarguable definition of the actor–agent relationship: you will find no definitive list of Dos and Don’ts. Despite the title, you will find no checklist of things you must do in order to get an agent, keep an agent or work with an agent. If you were hoping for such a book, I am afraid I must disabuse you of that thought immediately.




  There is no definitive guide. The industry is contradictory and so, by extension, you may find this book contradictory. It will dictate you do one thing and then suggest you do the polar opposite because that is how the industry works. This book will advise you on how some agents work, but will also remind you that not all agents work in the same way. It will address how to market yourself, develop your personal brand and use tried-and-tested techniques to attempt to replicate the success of others, whilst at the same time encouraging you to be individual, stand out from the crowd, and forge your own unique path.




  What follows are my thoughts on how I, as an agent, like to work with creatives. This is what I’ve learned about being a creative – a happy creative at that – through my work as an agent. Advice is only worth what you paid to hear it. I hope you find something here that justifies the scant change from a tenner you’ve been left with.




  The modern acting industry has operated in a relatively similar way for many years and you may find some of this book defaults to an ‘If it ain’t broke, why fix it?’ attitude. Be assured that when I explain how something has worked in the past I am not necessarily arguing that this is the only way it can work, or even that it is the best way it might.




  I do, however, firmly believe that understanding how the industry has worked in the past, and how some parts of it still work, may provide some benefit to you not only for the here and now, but also for the changes to come.




  Can the industry be changed? Yes. Be warned, however, that change rarely involves getting through the doors of the establishment and dismantling from the inside. It is easier to maintain the status quo once inside, to understand the routines, rhythms and structures, and to then write books about how to uphold that structure. It is, in my opinion, far better to dismantle those structures from the outside. To ‘blow the bloody doors off’ and rebuild. If I write ‘this is how it is done’, it is not a vindication, nor a recommendation. It is knowledge.




  Knowledge is power. Understanding how things work is the first step towards dismantling the structure and rebuilding. Change is coming, there can be no doubt about that. Our creaky, cobwebbed, barely-fit-for-purpose industry is very slowly being dismantled and rebuilt. I ask you to consider imaginative solutions as to how this rebuilding might take place. I ask you too to think about what you want to see in a modern industry: how it looks, what stories we tell, how we represent, how we include, how we adapt to a changing world and a changing industry. Most of all, though, I ask you to think about what kind of careers you may want to build in that industry, who you want to work with, and what matters to you.




  I’ve been fortunate enough to have met, interviewed or worked with some of the people I admire most in this industry, and I have learned there are any number of different routes to follow, and that what is absolutely true for one actor and their journey is completely untrue for another. If my advice connects with you, take it, use it, and see if it works. If it doesn’t, if it is at odds with your own experiences, then by all means put it away. What does not seem right for you now, may in time come to be right. Put me on a shelf and dust me off later, I won’t mind.




  Who Am I?




  When I became an agent, my friend the actor Con O’Neill told me, ‘Be an agent who loves actors and hates The Industry.’ Hate is a strong word but ‘The Industry’ can certainly frustrate me. Over more than thirty years I’ve sat in almost every seat on every side of every table. It has been an eclectic career to say the very least. Nonetheless, it’s given me a breadth of knowledge and it’s given me opinions. Sometimes very strong ones.




  In Men Are from Mars,Women Are from Venus, John Gray wrote:






  To offer a man unsolicited advice is to presume that he doesn’t know what to do or that he can’t do it on his own.







  Let me hope that, if you’re reading this, you agree that you’re soliciting my opinion. I have shared these opinions whenever I’m teaching, lecturing, coaching or working with a client. I share my opinions frequently on social media. I’ve learned these opinions have helped some people. I’ve seen fantastic results from people who have taken these opinions and bent them to suit their own personal need. I’ve seen terrific results from people who already know all this but just needed to hear it again, or hear it at the right time. I’ve seen people reignite their passion for this industry simply by using these ideas to change their focus. I have also had people disagree, sometimes vehemently, with my opinions.




  What do I know about it anyway? I was born in Archway in 1973. My parents emigrated to London from the Republic of Ireland some time in the late 1950s. My mother had been a model, one of Ireland’s Pretty Polly girls, and my father hoped to pursue a career as a singer.




  A trawl through my family scrapbook reveals pictures of Mum and Dad, stylish and sophisticated; arms draped round Diana Dors; laughing with Morecambe and Wise; Mum sharing a joke with Danny La Rue; Dad in a ruffled shirt coming out of Annabel’s nightclub. Dad was a regular on the working-men’s-club circuit and was often described in reviews as ‘Ireland’s answer to Tom Jones’.




  Perhaps there was a time when Dad might have ‘made it’ or broken through, but by the time I, their third child, was born, those scrapbook pictures of the attractive young couple were distant memories. Dad continued on the pub circuit until I was 11 years old and his agent, Alan, was a regular guest for Sunday lunch. I would listen enraptured to Alan’s showbiz stories. He was a gregarious, cigar-chomping, Scotch-drinking caricature – all grease and ersatz charm – but he was personable, and he and Dad clearly enjoyed each other’s company. Alan was a trusted friend as well as an agent. I guess that was my first lesson in agenting.




  At that impressionable age I didn’t want to grow up to become Alan. There’s a lovely quote that is occasionally – apocryphally – attributed to Dame Maggie Smith: ‘No one grows up wanting to be an agent.’ Quite right. I didn’t want to be Alan, but I did want to be part of his world.




  For most of us working in this industry I think it’s true that we are first attracted to working in it because we want to be part of a world that appears, at first glance, to be inclusive and accepting – a place where outsiders feel valued. In this world, many of us feel we have found a home, a tribe, a place where we are seen and heard. We are drawn to it. For almost all of us, performing is the entry point into that world. As it was for me.




  I played a wise-cracking shepherd in my school Nativity play at 6. I performed a one-man magic show at the school talent assembly at 7. My sister joined the Tricycle Youth Theatre in Kilburn when I was 8 and, when saddled with babysitting duties on a Saturday whilst Mum and Dad did the weekly shop on the Kilburn High Road, she would plonk me in the stalls where I would watch her and her friends rehearse all day.




  I wrote my first play at 9. My grandmother made the costumes, I rehearsed my classmates after school and produced it in the school hall. I mashed-up Les Misérables with the Nativity story for my family at Christmas at 10; and, when I was 11, I joined my secondary school choir and we were given the opportunity to sing as part of the backstage chorus in English National Opera’s Parsifal at the London Coliseum.




  The following year I made my on-stage debut at the Coliseum. I spent the next seven years growing up backstage at English National Opera, playing many of opera’s leading boy roles. Meanwhile, at school we lacked a drama department so I started a drama group and directed and produced a play in the dining hall. At 18 I was cast in my first adult role at ENO and for my first term at Bristol University, where I was studying Film, Television & Drama, I travelled back and forth to London three times a week to play the part.




  At Bristol I produced, acted, directed, designed and drank. On graduating I returned to London to pursue the lights of the West End. I signed with an agent fairly quickly and worked the stage door of the Dominion for several years. Eventually I quit and took a ‘real job’ in marketing for a beer company. In the evenings I worked the cabaret circuit just as my dad had. I worked as a drag queen, comedy booker and cabaret agent before I finally trained as a teacher and taught Drama at a secondary school. I was suited and booted for teaching by day, but by night I continued to haul my heels and wigs around London’s gay bars. After a couple of years I retrained in musical theatre at Mountview and, after graduating, spent seven years pursuing my dream, growing increasingly unhappy, until the writer Stephen Beresford asked me to read for the small role of a drag queen in his first feature film, Pride.




  Stephen remembered seeing my drag act sixteen years earlier and we’d kept in touch, so he knew I was still performing. Whilst working on Pride, Stephen introduced me to a number of people in TV production and agenting, and for the first time in three decades I became more interested in what else I could do with my life rather than pursuing an acting career. I knew it was time to move on, and by the time Pride was released, I was working as an agent with a small list of actors.




  I grew up in a time when Equity was stronger. I’ve seen many changes. I’ve been working in this industry for more than thirty years and it has become literally my entire life. It is an obsession that grows with each passing year. I am surprised by the speed of some changes, frustrated by the time it takes for others.




  More than anything, though, I have not forgotten the many, many years of stomach-clenching doubt; of waiting for the phone to ring, of loneliness and feeling like I was missing out. For the best part of the last decade I’ve been an agent and found it has utilised my various skills and interests in a way I never thought possible. I didn’t grow up wanting to be an agent, but I’m certainly delighted it is what I’ve become.




  Agenting is one of the many great mysteries of our industry.There’s a lack of clarity as to what agents do, how the relationship with their clients works, what their influence is, what their contracts mean. I find it confusing and obfuscating, and when I think back to my years as an actor, I wish I’d known then what I know now about agents. In short, I wish I’d had this book.




  What Does an Agent Do?




  I am often asked in interviews: ‘What does an agent do?’ Personally, I think a far more interesting question is: ‘Why do agents do it?’ – but I will come to that.




  Once upon a time, not so long ago, actors didn’t need agents. In an interview for Fourthwall Magazine, Penelope Keith, in her seventies at the time, had a few choice words to say about agents:






  We never thought about agents in my day. I don’t remember anyone at Webber Douglas, ever, talking about being rich or famous, or wanting to be a star. It didn’t enter our heads. You wanted to work and you wanted to learn. And that is very, very different now… And what do agents know? Truly? What do they know? They know what they can cast and get some money with for a year, there is no career progression, no one takes care of your career.







  This is something you may hear rather a lot from a certain generation of actors – yes, they have agents, but many consider them to be a necessary evil, someone who helps them run their business rather than someone who manages their career for them.




  It is true that in recent years ‘getting an agent’ has become something of an obsession. Goodness, someone has probably even written a book on how to do it! It has become, for many drama schools, something of a marker of how successful they are.You will often see schools using ‘100% of graduates have been signed by agents’ as part of their marketing.




  Many schools have an Industry Liaison Officer – a member of staff whose job it is to get agents to attend shows and showcases, to foster good relationships between the school and the industry, and, in part, to help students get signed.Whether it actually does the students any good to indulge this obsession with getting an agent is debatable. It encourages the belief that any agent is better than no agent.




  Quite simply, that is not the case. Agents are great, many agents are incredible, most are lovely people, the vast majority of agents truly care about their clients and about the industry they work in – but it’s true too that many do not. Many are, as Penelope Keith implied, interested only in making money. An agency is, after all, a business. Agents make their money from their clients, but not all agents contribute to the industry, or even prove their value to the client.




  As with people in any business, there are good agents and there are bad agents. Far better for drama schools to teach graduates how to manage their own careers than to fob them off on any old agent just so they can boast of a hundred per cent record.




  There are many different types of agents. Some call themselves ‘personal managers’, some ‘boutique’. Some work for huge companies, some for small. Some work mainly in commercials, some in theatre, some in film. Most will work across all media, whilst some may have particular specialities. Of vital importance is working out what type of agent you want and need, and recognising that your need may change as your career progresses.




  It is simply incorrect to instil the belief that any agent is better than no agent. An agent should be tailored to your specific needs, wants and interests. Most actors will move through a few agents in their careers. Landing the perfect first agent is not actually that important, but getting the wrong agent at the beginning of your career can be detrimental.




  There are very many things that modern agents do, and the role has changed over time. One of the things agents do is find people jobs. That is often considered to be the primary role of an agent. An agent is there to make your life easier, to handle the contracts, to negotiate the deal, to ensure that you are fairly looked after, represented and taken care of. These are often the things that clients are not particularly good at. Creatives are, on the whole, not always sure exactly how to sell themselves.




  An agent’s primary job is to look after their clients – to represent them. Some people advocate that an agent works for you, some say you work together. A good analogy is to imagine you are both working on the railways; you will be driving the train, but your agent is out in front, laying down the tracks. If you’re not communicating effectively about what direction you’re both going in, then this train is going to crash.




  The finding of work is just one of the roles of an agent. Billy Porter, in a Masterclass interview for Carnegie Mellon in 2013, said it best when he said:






  Your agent takes ten per cent. Don’t ever expect them to do more than ten per cent of the work. And so they do ten per cent of the work. So the moment that you think that you’re about to have an attitude with your agent, look at yourself, and make sure that you’re doing your ninety per cent.







  In an increasingly competitive marketplace, actors need to be out there looking for work themselves, creating their own work, working with other creatives, and building their own network. An agent’s job is to negotiate the contracts, and deal with all the technical and business stuff of the industry that creatives are often not interested in or don’t know too much about. The best resource an agent has is their clients. The information that comes into the office from clients is invaluable.




  There are certain misconceptions about agenting, certain ideas that are either more to do with the American style of agenting, or are left over from a time when there were fewer agents and fewer actors. It is more rare than you’d think that a UK casting director of a major feature film would ring up one agent to book in a big star, and ask the agent to fill in all the smaller roles from their new signings or new graduates on their books.




  American agents tend to be involved more in the ‘packaging’ of projects than we are in the United Kingdom. Packaging a project will often involve an agency like CAA or William Morris Endeavour building an entire project from scriptwriter to director to main star and selling the entire package to a film studio. In these instances, yes, it is in the interest of the big agencies to include roles for their smaller clients. However, the UK has never really taken to packaging as a concept. Agencies over here are less involved with packaging entire deals, and many agents are understandably wary about allowing their clients to work on a film production that is being completely managed by a single other agency.




  The UK’s main casting platform is Spotlight, where casting directors are able to upload the casting breakdowns and briefs for their projects. This has seen greater transparency in the industry with less reliance on who one knows, and has led to a proliferation of new agencies springing up.




  As with any industry, regulation can be a problem. The Personal Managers’ Association (PMA) can be a very good resource to see if an agency has agreed to be bound by their suggested list of best-practice guidelines for the industry. But whilst their members all agree to a certain set of guidelines, the PMA is not a regulatory body. The world of agenting can be a bit like the Wild West. It can be difficult to know who has your back, who doesn’t, who has fair business practices, and which practices might be exploitative.




  It is important to understand how an agency works financially. An agent works for you without compensation until you start making money. It can take a new signing about eight to twelve months before they begin to book jobs and start earning, so there is a period at the beginning where agents are working for you, promoting you, talking you up, and trying to get you seen, without being paid.




  An individual actor would have to be earning an awful lot of money to be the one actor who covers an agent’s complete salary. It is the collective commission from all clients that pay an agent’s salary. That collective commission also pays the overheads for the office, the assistant’s salary, gifts and all expenses, including travel and theatre tickets.




  When you’re out of work, your agent is still working for you; it’s not in their interests to stop. They are still doing what they do; always looking for the chance to maximise your work opportunities. An agent will submit you for hundreds of jobs that you never even get to hear about. They make decisions about you every day that you have no control over. That’s why, when thinking about what an agent does, it is important to realise that for them to do their job well, you have to play your part too.




  This is why you have to have a relationship with your agent, to be able to talk to them in the good times and the bad times. They believe in you, they mentor you, they nurture your career, they try to inspire you and they commiserate with you. Agents are there for a thousand things that are beyond any job description of what an agent does. They advise clients on moving house, they give references to letting agencies, they write recommendations for ‘real-world’ jobs, they sometimes even feed their clients. Agents try to remember birthdays and try to be there during important life events. An agent is so much more than just the day-to-day office work of your career. An agent is one half of a relationship.




  Agencies earn money from commission on your fee, taking a percentage of your earnings. Most agents will take somewhere between ten and fifteen per cent, although some take twenty per cent or more. Most have a sliding scale for TV, film and theatre work, so you pay slightly less on theatre work than you do on TV and film, and you’ll pay slightly more on commercials. The longer you’re with an agent and the more money you are bringing in, the more power you have and the more you can negotiate your commission. There are some top agents with star clients who set their commission levels at eight per cent across the board, and many agents take a lower commission on repeating jobs, so if you stay in a long-running stage or TV show for more than a year, some agents will take a lower commission on the extended years.




  Some production companies will pay your agent a twenty per cent fee, known as an ‘agency fee’, in addition to your agreed fee. If it is the practice of your agency to accept an agency fee it should be clearly laid out in your original contract with them. The agency fee will be on top of your agreed fee so your agent will take that twenty per cent, and they will take their commission from you.




  So much for what an agent does. But the more interesting question is: why do they do it?




  Many agents are former performers. They have had their careers in the performing arts and have decided, for whatever reason, to move to ‘the other side’. Perhaps they just got older, perhaps their knees don’t allow them to dance quite as much as they used to, maybe too many cigarettes prevent them from singing as high, or as fast or as purely as they once did. Maybe they tired of the endless rounds of auditions, of never hearing back. Maybe their self-esteem took one too many knocks. Some agents may have trained in performing arts and realised early on that their interests or particular skill set lends themselves more to encouraging others, developing other people’s talents. Performing is a hard-knock life and even the most bright-eyed, bushy-tailed and ambitious may decide it is not for them.




  Some are drawn to agenting because they think they can make decent money out of it. They may want to be part of the industry but have no desire to be on stage. There are as many different reasons for becoming an agent as there are different reasons for becoming a performer. A good agent will want to know why you are interested in a career in performing arts, and it’s probably very interesting for you to ask your prospective agent why they were interested in working in this industry in the first place, and what keeps them doing it.




  The answer to the question ‘Why?’ may give you an idea of any particular speciality or area of interest. Like most performers, most agents want to work across all fields. However, there may be agents who are more drawn towards working in theatre, or musical theatre, or TV or film. They may be passionate about different film directors’ styles and genres, or have a particular interest in audio drama. It may be that finding out your prospective agent’s particular area of interest can help you to make a decision about whether they are the right agent for you, whether they have the right knowledge and contacts to guide and help you to develop your career in all the areas and fields that you want to work in.




  None of this is to say that an agent who is particularly skilled or interested in musical theatre cannot also be a great TV and film agent. Dealing with contracts is essentially the same regardless of whether it’s for TV, film, musical theatre, theatre, audio drama, commercials or whatever else. However, you might find that an agent who began their career in musical theatre and has a particular interest in that field may be able to advise you better on singing teachers, dance teachers and how to keep your skill set fresh than one who did not. They will certainly know the particular demands of that field, which may be important to you.




  Overall, an agent is there to represent. They are your voice in the industry. They represent you to the industry; therefore it is important that they represent the industry that you want to see. It is important that the voice of the person you choose to represent you is representing you in the way that you wish to be represented. For me, that means fairness and equity in representation and diversity, ensuring that people from all backgrounds and all voices, races, genders, sexualities, sizes, shapes and abilities are represented and given the same opportunities.




  Types of Agencies




  Broadly speaking, agencies can be divided into big, mid-size, small, boutique, personal management and cooperative agencies.
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