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Introduction


We were working together in the West End production of the mega-musical Wicked, Mark as Fiyero, and Louise at the time as Galinda (though she went on to play Elphaba too). Whenever we weren’t dancing through life or defying gravity, we would chat about our similar backgrounds and interests: how we both had a passion for performing from a very young age; how we worked hard at our hobbies through our teenage years; our experiences training at the same college, although not at the same time; what it was like starting to audition for – and get – roles and moving through a succession of professional productions; and our shared opinions and experiences – the good and the bad – that come along with any career in the entertainment industry.


We are both asked for advice from aspiring performers, sometimes at stage door after a performance, from letters sent to theatres or via our agents, and increasingly on social media. There is such demand for information about how to break in to the entertainment industry from young people who, exactly like us when we were younger, want to make it their career. So we decided that we could combine our experiences and knowledge in writing a handbook about how today’s commercial-theatre industry works, and to offer some words of advice to anyone who’d like to make it their livelihood too.


In order to make the book as helpful as possible, and to answer the questions that people really want and need the answers to, we decided to invite you to tell us what you wanted to know. We encouraged anyone, of any age, anywhere in the world, to post questions via a special website that we set up. To the many, many hundreds of you who did, THANK YOU! Your questions were interesting, thought-provoking, intelligent and revealing; and we’ve answered as many as we thought we could cover in one book. We really appreciate everything you asked, and we genuinely couldn’t have written this book without you (if we’ve answered your question, then your name’s in the back of the book). Even if you’re not planning on a career on stage yourself, but have an active interest in theatre, we hope that the book draws back the curtain and shines a spotlight onto the realities of life as a performer.


The book is divided into four chapters that cover, broadly, training for a career in theatre; auditioning for roles; getting jobs and performing; and then managing and maintaining a lifelong career. Most of the questions we’ve answered together, but if one of us has a specific experience or an anecdote that’s relevant, we’ve included that too, indicated by a little ‘headshot’. We’ve also written about our most memorable moments in the business which are dotted between the chapters on shaded grey pages.


Of course, everything that follows comes from our own experiences, performing in some of the biggest West End musicals of the last decade – so it’s naturally focused on musical theatre, and mainly on opportunities in the UK. We’ve also made a conscious decision only to cover working on stage, rather than what it’s like being a performer on screen. Other performers will have had different experiences and may have different advice. But what’s here is an  honest reflection of our ideas and opinions, that come from spending thousands of hours in classes, workshops, audition rooms, rehearsal spaces and, of course, on stage.


In some ways, we are writing this book for earlier incarnations of ourselves. It contains all the secrets of this crazy, wonderful, exhausting, exciting, bewildering but brilliant profession, that we wished we’d known when we were starting out. If you’re in that position now, dreaming of a career on the stage, we hope that this book reveals the secrets you need to know.


We hope you enjoy reading it.


Louise and Mark x
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Part One


Secrets of


Learning Your Craft


Training and Developing
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Do you think anyone can train themselves to be an actor or is it mainly natural ability and talent?





If you define an actor as someone who ‘interprets and portrays a dramatic character’, then it could be argued that anyone can do it. When we were children, we would make believe all the time, using our imaginations effortlessly to portray cops and robbers, astronauts in space, explorers in the jungle, or pretend to be our favourite pop stars. Later in life, if we’ve ever read a bedtime story to a child, then we can all put on the voice of the Big Bad Wolf, huffing and puffing to blow down the poor little pigs’ houses. We also adopt different roles in life all the time, depending on where we are: at work, with our families, down the pub with our friends…


So everyone has a natural ability to make believe and pretend, put on voices and impersonate. And there are certainly those who have a natural gift and talent for connecting to a character on a deep emotional level, and investing in that completely until they almost become that other person. But that’s not quite the same as being a professional performer, when you need to be able to do it in  such a way that connects with a larger audience, and with a certain range of skills and abilities – many of which aren’t as natural or intuitive as pretending to be someone else, but all of which can certainly be trained, developed, practised and improved.


For that reason, you should only aim to become a performer if you genuinely have natural abilities. And then we strongly believe that you should train those abilities. Acting is an exposing and vulnerable state to put yourself in, and so learning and developing in a supportive environment is invaluable. You are not a professional performer until you get paid to do it, so you need to keep working hard and developing your craft until someone is confident enough to invest in you by giving you a pay cheque!




How do I choose whether I want to work on stage or backstage?





Ask yourself: do you love performing – and don’t want to do anything else? Do you love it enough to commit your time and energy to training hard? Do you have what it takes to enjoy the highs, and to survive the lows? If you don’t answer ‘Yes’ to all these questions, but you love being around the theatre and are interested in what happens behind the curtain, then maybe a job backstage might be for you.


There are the important roles on the creative team – director, musical director, choreographer, designers (of set, costume, lights, sound, and so on). Often these jobs require a specialist training, though are sometimes done by people who have been performers themselves. Choreographers are  often former dancers. Similarly, there’s an established route from people working up through the ensemble to being resident and assistant directors, responsible for looking after the show on a daily basis, up to directing productions themselves. Most of these roles, though, are done towards the start of productions, during the preparation, rehearsals and getting the show up and running; they’re not responsible for being present every day, working on the production from night to night.


There are lots of technical and backstage staff who are in the theatre every day, working just as often, and just as hard, as the performers on stage. To work backstage, it helps to have a calm, quiet and quick mind, and to be able to deal with situations efficiently without panic! The options here include stage management and stage crew, lighting and sound operators and technicians, carpenters, construction (including mechanical parts), flymen (who operate moving scenery), and the wigs, make-up and costume departments.


If you want to work in one of these roles, the best route would be to study for a qualification in Performing Arts – such as a BTEC (Business and Technology Education Council) – which will offer you a practical approach to learning without missing any of the crucial theory on the subject. You might find useful on-the-job training opportunities at a theatre – amateur or professional – near to where you live, and you should certainly get as much as experience as you can. There are some very specific kinds of work backstage, such as carpentry, and for these you might want to focus on Science and Design Technology at school, as these subjects will be the most useful to you. Another option, later on, is to take a degree in stage management or technical theatre, which are offered by many of the major drama schools.


If you want to work in theatre, then don’t forget that there are always opportunities to work front-of-house or in box offices. Many performers rely on income from these jobs while they are training, and it can also teach them how different performers deal with different audiences and challenges on stage night after night.




Should I get involved in drama at school or outside of school?





Both drama at school and extra-curricular opportunities out of school have huge benefits – whether you eventually want to work on stage, backstage, or nowhere near a stage at all. We both took part in school drama classes and after-school dance, singing and drama lessons. During school, these programmes are a great way to bond with fellow students, and a positive way to build self-confidence, express yourself in a safe environment, and enjoy some relief from academic subjects.


You will probably find that after-school/extra-curricular lessons or groups are where you will really learn and develop your dancing, singing and acting abilities. It’s more intensive and focused, especially if you work towards taking exams in your chosen discipline. Getting involved in youth theatre or amateur drama groups can also be an excellent way of getting experience, developing your skills, and spending time with like-minded people. If you join Saturday-morning classes at a stage school (like Stagecoach or Razzamataz) then you will learn a lot of skills, be pushed further, and often the teachers have worked within the entertainment industry themselves and have a good  understanding of how it works. Ask around your local area whether anyone can recommend a theatre group, or search online for local opportunities. Your drama teacher at school may be able to offer some advice or there may be fellow pupils who will have similar interests in performing and will be able to recommend somewhere. Either way, any experience in performing will be great for developing your talent, whether it is in or out of school.




Did you do any professional acting work when you were children?
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The first time I was properly paid to perform was when I was eighteen, as a dancer in Aladdin, a pantomime in Milton Keynes with Claire Sweeney playing the title role. It felt great to be earning a wage for doing what I loved. It was about £400 a week which made me feel rich – it didn’t last long though.
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When I was twelve, I was in the choir for Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at the London Palladium. I can’t remember what I was paid, but the experience I had working on that show will stay with me for ever. (Don’t tell anyone but I’d have done it for free!)








Should I join a talent agency while I’m a child/teenager, or wait until I’ve finished my education?





There’s not really a right or wrong answer to this. We both feel strongly that childhood is a time to be happy and carefree, and there should be no mad rush to jump into working professionally. For us, dancing and singing were hobbies when we were kids – we enjoyed classes, made friends, had fun. Our parents ensured there was balance between our performing and our lives beyond that.


Of course, there are children working professionally, very happily, so if you think that you want to join an agency, start auditioning and working – and, above all, that it’s your decision and it will make you happy – then of course you can do it, if you have your family’s support. But remember that whilst life is short, your childhood is even shorter, and precious. Don’t worry about not starting professional work early in life. We started a bit later on, and it hasn’t harmed what we wanted to do, or the opportunities we’ve had.




Should I go to a theatre school, study performing arts at university, or go to drama school?





There are different options for training available to young people in the UK. Drama schools tend to offer a degree-level training for students aged eighteen and above; theatre colleges often offer options for younger students,  combining training in performing arts alongside other compulsory academic subjects. Then there are universities that offer performing arts or drama degrees, with a mixture of academic and practical training.


Personally, we both believe that the best avenue to go down if you want to become a performer is a specialist course in a theatre college or drama school, which concentrates on the practical skills and will really teach you what a life in the business will require and demand of you. We don’t necessarily think you have to go at the age of sixteen (or earlier), and there is nothing wrong with studying something else at a university or on a foundation course before going on to train professionally in theatre. Many people we know in the business got a degree in a completely different subject before they started their theatre training and it hasn’t restricted them in any way.
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My ‘training’ started at the tender age of three. It was, of course, just a hobby back then. I loved dressing up in a tutu and feeling like a little princess in my ballet classes. But it wasn’t until the age of twelve that I realised I wanted performing to be more than just a hobby. I’d started going to watch musicals in the West End with my parents and on school trips, and was completely in awe of the performers up there on stage, who were like pop stars to me.


I joined a choir at school and we auditioned for Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at the London Palladium. We were selected to be ‘The Joseph Choir’ and went on to perform in the show for several months, alongside  Phillip Schofield in the title role. It was an incredible, eye-opening experience for me and a turning point: from that moment on, there was nothing else I wanted to do in life but perform. I continued with my dance, singing and drama lessons at the Sarah Goffe Theatre School in Leighton Buzzard, and took all my dance exams before auditioning for Laine Theatre Arts, just outside of London, at the age of fifteen. It was a college I desperately wanted to go to, having spent two years taking part in summer schools there – knowing that my idol Ruthie Henshall had trained there. I got in, and at sixteen I headed off on my adventure for the next three years. I will always be grateful for the training and discipline I received at Laine. It taught me that working in the entertainment industry means that you never have time to put your foot on the brake, you will constantly have to work hard, be prepared to learn and develop new skills in every new job, and that it’s equally as important to respect those working with and around you to gain their respect back. No one likes a diva!
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I left home aged sixteen to train in dance at Preston College Dance Centre in Lancashire. After a year I moved to Laine Theatre Arts to train in musical theatre for three years. For me, having that year before moving to London was so beneficial. It allowed me to get used to living independently, without being too far from my parents. I gradually got used to the best way to approach my training, adapted to dancing all day, every day, and learned how to look after myself accordingly.


When I moved to London I was more advanced than many other boys in my year because I’d already had twelve months’ full-time tuition and it was no big deal for me to be away from home. It meant I could embrace my training immediately, unlike some of the sixteen-year-olds around me who found it all so hard to adapt to life without their families. I had the perfect stepping stone between North Wales and London, and certainly don’t feel I missed out by doing an extra year.







I’ve heard drama schools have rejected people for not having enough ‘life experience’. Should I have a gap year or get a job before applying for drama school? And what about after?





Taking a gap year – and getting a job, or travelling, or being with your family, or just being lazy – before or after training depends entirely on who you are as an individual and  what is happening in your life. A gap year before you start training can be a good idea; some time out from education and maybe an opportunity to gain life experiences and earn some money before starting to train.


As for a gap year afterwards, we strongly believe that the moment when you complete your professional training is probably the most crucial part of your career. When you graduate, you should realistically be at the very peak of your technique, having spent all your time mastering your craft – so you must choose that moment to try and make your first impression on the industry and set yourself up for as much success as possible.


Think of it this way: there are more than thirty-five drama schools in London alone; each of them have an average of about fifty students graduating every year; so, at the time you graduate, you are merely one of 1,750 new people who are completely unknown in the industry, who all need to get noticed and try to get work. It’s really tough at the best of times to have an impact on this business as an unknown, but if you take a gap year after graduating, you’ve then doubled the number of people new to the industry to 3,500. Every year the same number of students get churned out, and there clearly aren’t enough jobs for all of them! We would definitely suggest using the time after you graduate to let people know who you are, let them get excited about you, and give yourself a chance to take the industry by storm. At this stage it’s less about ‘life experience’ than it is about getting ‘industry experience’, and you need to get credits on your CV to move onwards and upwards.


There will be times to take a break later on in your career, if you wish. There have certainly been times when we have felt we just needed a break. Jumping from one job to  another is amazing – to be getting a steady income, to be playing some great roles and building up your list of credits – it can then be hard to say, ‘No, I won’t take that amazing opportunity, because I want some time out.’ You have to be confident to turn work down – but sometimes it’s necessary.
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When I finished touring North America in The Book of Mormon, I moved to live permanently in New York City. For the first time I felt it was the perfect opportunity to take a few months out from work, to step back and think about what it was I really wanted to do in order to keep feeling inspired, challenged and passionate. During that time I was able to enjoy seeing my friends, have a social life, and all the freedom that comes with not having to perform a lead role eight times a week. It gave me an incredible outlook on life, a great perspective on my career, and it did me the world of good. So my advice would be that if you want to gain some life experience after school and before training then do it. But don’t imagine it will be the one and only opportunity in your career to take a break.
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I decided that as soon as left school at sixteen, I wanted to go straight into theatre training. I was itching to get going. At that age, I had many friends who went on to take A levels, some who went straight into job-hunting, and others who just wanted  time out from academic studies. We are all unique, and have different needs and ideas of what we want to achieve and when. We only get one life, one chance, so it’s important we use it wisely and experience what the world has to offer. If that means a gap year before training is right for you, then it’s right.







How do I choose the right training course for me?





Deciding which school, college or university to train at and which course to take is an extremely big decision to make – and a very difficult one, especially if you’re as young as sixteen years old. It’s basically saying, ‘At this stage, right now, I need to decide which avenue I go down for the rest of my life.’ Most people are faced with this choice when deciding what to do next in their education, but few other industries demand quite the same amount of focus or financial outlay. Your training might cost in the region of £45,000, so you need to make sure you make sensible, informed choices.


Having said that, you should not be afraid of making these choices. Things aren’t the same as they used to be when you would have to telephone a college to request a prospectus to be sent in the mail before deciding if you were going to apply for that school. It’s much easier to access information now because of the internet, and you should research all the options available to you. Naturally, every school will point out their positive aspects and never say anything bad about themselves. But the reality is that not all schools are great – and they definitely all have strengths in certain areas more than others.


So here’s what we suggest to help you make the decision of where to apply:


Make a list of what you would ideally like to achieve in your life and career in the long run, and if you can be specific, that’s better. It can include anything: ‘I want to act in a play that has been directed by Nicholas Hytner’ or ‘I want to perform at Shakespeare’s Globe’ or ‘I want to play Eponine in Les Misérables’ or ‘I want to be a choreographer for cruise-ship shows.’


Once you have a lengthy list, you should be able to work out exactly what sort of career you wish for yourself, and therefore what sort of training you think you will need. That way, when you visit various colleges during your auditions you can use that time to figure out if it is the right place for you by asking the right questions: ‘How much Shakespearean technique do you provide?’ or ‘How many ballet classes will I get?’ or ‘Will I get regular one-on-one vocal tuition?’ You can also make a list of the actors who inspire you and whose work you admire and find out where they trained – look it up online or in a programme biography. If the school trained them to be the performers they’ve become, then maybe it will work for you too.


It is probably easier at first to work out which colleges are definitely not right for you – and then make a list of four or five you are interested in or intrigued by. Find out what their audition requirements are – and what their audition fees are. Most charge a fee to see you at an audition, which can all add up, and is one reason you should only audition at places at which you would really like to be offered a place. Feel free to call them and ask any specific questions you may have.


It’s perfectly natural to get very nervous about auditions for drama school – we were certainly both nervous when we auditioned – but you mustn’t forget that if you get offered a place at a school, you will be spending three years of your life living there, training there, socialising there, possibly working a part-time job there as well. It’s important then to remember that not only are you being assessed by the faculty, but you must be making a judgement about whether it’s the right place for you to go for your training.
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Many theatre colleges offer short summer-school courses where you go and train for a week. It’s a wonderful way to explore a particular theatre school and find out if you feel comfortable with those teachers and in that environment. I went to summer schools at Laine Theatre Arts for two years running before deciding that was the college for me. Do your research to find out which summer schools might prove you with useful experience.







Should I make my training specialised (on one or two particular skills) or generalised (on a wider number of different disciplines)?





We think that, at least at the start, you should try and get experience in as many different areas of training as possible. Eventually you will be able to make a clear decision based on which experiences inspired you most; generally  it will be the ones you enjoyed the most and made you happiest. For this reason, choosing training opportunities that keep your options open for as long as possible, and give you widest access to a range of disciplines and skills, is invaluable. For musical theatre in particular, you should look for the classic ‘triple threat’ training, where you will be coached in all aspects of singing, acting and dancing for three years, with the third year probably dominated by preparing and performing in productions and getting ready to enter the industry.


Trust your gut, always do what you want to do and don’t feel pressured to do anything else. But be realistic as to what you are capable of. We should all aim high and push ourselves to be better in each field, but there are some things that, if we’re honest with ourselves, we’re just not suited for. You must be able to look at different elements of training, or the demands of a specific role, and know that you simply aren’t right for them. That’s no excuse to be defeatist though. Your training is the opportunity to have a go at everything on offer. How will you ever know that you’re a wonderful acrobat, until you’ve tried it?




What type of dance is the best or most useful to learn?





Your training should always be geared towards the career you want to have. If you want to be a principal at the Royal Ballet then clearly you need to have trained from a very young age in disciplined ballet technique. Think about who inspires you and do some research on them to see what sort of training they had. As far as the two of us are concerned –  and based on the dancing we’ve had to do within musical theatre – we would say you need to be trained as much as possible in technique. Ballet and modern are the basic fundamentals, and then you should expect other classes throughout your training in different genres, such as jazz, tap, pas de deux, street, and theatre/Broadway style.




How can I fund my training?





Funding your training can be an overwhelming task that may seem completely impossible to achieve. The average school currently costs at least £12,000 per year for three years, with accommodation and living expenses as additional costs too. It really can be tough, especially as local-authority grants are not as readily available any more.


Firstly, you should certainly check out the website for Drama UK, the national organisation which accredits all the leading drama schools, which will have the most up-to-date advice on funding. There are full details there of the Dance and Drama Awards (DaDAs), which are currently offered at nineteen schools across the UK, and which substantially contribute towards the cost of your training and, in many cases, will help cover maintenance and accommodation costs too.


Many drama schools offer individual scholarships, bursaries and hardship funds which will cover tuition fees and living expenses, so you should enquire with the schools to see what’s available, if anything. Some students are sponsored privately by a certain company or individual who will invest in their training because they see potential in them.


If you are not fortunate enough to receive a scholarship or bursary, it is worth reaching out to your local county council for advice and to see if they can recommend anything or offer any funding. Have a meeting with someone at your bank to see what sort of loans they might be able to offer, and investigate government-approved Career Development Loans.


Consider what fundraising you can do on your own behalf. You could organise events or concerts – though do be very clear about where the proceeds of any event will be going, since you are not an official registered charity. Get a part-time job at weekends while you’re at school and save your wages. Some people may take a gap year before they train professionally so that they can work every hour and save as much as possible. You may find that you need a part-time job throughout your training to pay your fees, your expenses and keep your head above water.


Funding your training will inevitably be more of a struggle for some people than others, but if you keep yourself focused on all the reasons you are training in the first place, then the stress and effort will be worth it in the end. If you want it enough, then you’ll find a way to get there.




What is training at drama school like? Is it stressful?





We both agree that our years of training were some of the best years of our lives: having fun, doing what we loved, being surrounded by people who shared the same passion, and watching and feeling our technique getting better and better week by week.


We wouldn’t exactly describe it as stressful but, at times, training can seem like it’s an impossible task and you feel that you’re not going to improve or get anywhere near your dreams. It is incredibly tough, physically and emotionally, and you have to push yourself to succeed, but also remember to be kind to yourself when it feels like it’s getting on top of you.


At Laine Theatre Arts, where we both trained, a typical day starts at 8.45 a.m. when you arrive at college, get changed into your dance wear and warm up for your first class at 9 a.m. The days are divided into classes in dancing, singing and acting right up until 4.40 p.m. This isn’t necessarily when your training day will end, because there are always classes after college hours such as audition technique, opera class, extra drama lessons and even assisting teachers with their younger pupils. Then you might have a part-time job in the evenings, or you could be going to the theatre, which is always an important part of training – seeing how other professionals work. Days are very long and you train incredibly hard for three years.


There is a lot of stress put on your body and voice throughout training, so it’s important to look after yourself and be sensible. The stressful times really start once you finish your training and have to audition and try to find work. It can be very difficult to accept rejection and move forward, and this can become very upsetting. Give yourself time every day to do something that relaxes you – it can be as simple as reading a book or going to a yoga class. Don’t get so absorbed in your training or auditions that you forget about life outside of performing.
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If we both look back at the standard of our skills when we started our training at Laine Theatre Arts, and the level we were at after one, two and three years – we were completely different performers. Watching fellow students grow and develop is also an eye-opener. Some people may have started the course as a singer with no dance training, but after intensive lessons and a lot of sweat, they were able to more than hold their own in a dance audition. It’s all about how badly you want to achieve your goals and dreams – and how hard you are prepared to work for them.
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I am constantly trying to learn new skills and never allow myself to feel satisfied that I am the best I can be, because the reality is: I’m not. We can, of course, be content with who we are – and I certainly am – but I’m an ambitious person and love to learn new things. I’m always learning from every job I do, from every person I work with and even everyday experiences. Whilst on tour round America with The Book of Mormon, I took private horse-riding lessons in Atlanta, archery classes in Boston, gun-handling technique in New York, and regularly had dialect coaching to work on various accents – all because I want to keep challenging myself and making myself better and more employable. Just because I’ve worked for almost ten years doesn’t mean I’m going to stop learning new skills. We are forever evolving, which is what enhances us as actors.








How can I improve my vocal range?





Vocal ranges are being challenged more and more, with new musicals often requiring singers to belt consistently at the top notes of their register, then down in the basement of their voices, and then back up top again for a couple of hours every show. It is not only important to have a good range, but also to have a strong voice with the stamina to withstand the vocal responsibilities that come with performing eight shows a week.


The best way to strengthen your voice and increase your range is to find a singing teacher you trust; ideally, one who is very experienced and has a good reputation in the industry. Most good singing teachers can be expensive, especially if you are out of work. Having a weekly lesson for anything from £40–140 can obviously take its toll on your bank balance, but investing in one lesson a month could really make a difference.


An average lesson will be one hour and it’s surprising how much you can fit in to that time. All singing teachers will allow you to record the lesson on a Dictaphone or your iPhone, which then means you can repeat the lesson, every day or several times a week, by yourself at home. Making alterations to your vocal range or stamina is not something that can change overnight. It can take weeks, months or, more often than not, years to notice a comfortable difference. So you’ll need a lot of practice.
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