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This book is dedicated to actors everywhere







Introduction


The large number of reality ‘star-maker’ shows that appear regularly on our television screens have all served to foster the dreams and aspirations of many would-be stars of stage and screen. Ironically, the very small number of successes on stage and screen seem also to give hope to each and every one who would like to be the ‘next big thing’.


This book aims to give honest, straightforward advice. It aims to help students make the decisions and prepare to train for their careers. It is not, however, a manual for acting, to be followed step by step like a recipe book. Rather, it is designed to encourage commitment and independence of thought and to stimulate students towards their goals; in other words, to get them to be proactive and thinking for themselves. From this will come a self-awareness, self-evaluation and self-improvement which will continue into and beyond their formal training. This vital preparation cannot wait until school is only a memory. This book is addressed, in the main part, directly to these students.


It is also designed to give practical and accessible advice to parents and teachers – on training, training establishments and the kind of preparation that should be undertaken – who can often feel adrift in uncharted waters when their child or student declares that they want to be an actor. It scarcely needs pointing out that what this book cannot do is guarantee success in a notoriously fickle industry (and I personally would not trust any book that purported to do this). But good preparation and training will go a long way to maximising chances of realising ambitions and dreams – or to help someone come to the painful decision that maybe it isn’t for them after all.
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Making the Decision


Why do you want to be an actor? What is acting? What do you have to offer? What are your strengths and weaknesses? What is the profession like?


The decision to train as an actor should come after much researching and soul-searching. Acting is an extremely exacting business and the place to begin is by asking yourself the tough questions above.


Why do you want to be an actor?


Be honest – is this ‘Because I want to be famous’? One of the questions most often asked of an actor is ‘What have you done that I might have seen you in?’ The tart response might be ‘Everything I’ve done, since it had an audience!’ However, a more correct translation of the question is ‘What famous thing have you been in?’ and whilst this might be forgivable from someone not in the profession, you probably won’t hear it from someone who is. But why not?


Because fame in itself is not acting. It isn’t anything but a by-product of what you do. And just as being famous doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re talented and good at what you do, so not being famous doesn’t mean you aren’t talented or good at what you do. You do, however, want to be successful.


What does ‘being successful’ mean?


Success in acting means working in a profession that you love, even if that work is not in the forefront of much publicity.


For example, meaningful work might be in Theatre in Education (in schools or institutions, for example). Important work might be in repertory or fringe production, and valid work might be in a profit-share company. Meaningful work might be on stage or on screen (big or small), or on radio. Whatever it is, success means work. But it involves more than just the work you’re lucky enough to do.


When you’re working


From your first moment as an actor you are going to have other people forming an opinion of you and what you can do, so before you begin, ask yourself: What am I like? What can I offer? What are my strengths and weaknesses? Take an objective look at your talents, skills, physicality and personality. Ask people to critique objectively what you do. (Speaking personally, mothers aren’t always the right people to ask!)


Learn how to listen to and work with other people, how to take criticism and how to consider it carefully before accepting or rejecting it. Constructive criticism doesn’t mean hearing what you want to hear!


This honesty in self-appraisal will stand you in good stead for a profession that can praise or ridicule in equal measure, often arbitrarily and just as often for exactly the same thing.


Self-appraisal will also build foundations of confidence constructed on more than ‘I really want this more than anything/anyone else.’ Bear in mind that everyone who auditions for a place in drama school believes that they want it more than anyone else and, whilst this desire may help them to focus, it is by no means enough to make anyone give them what they want. Indeed, it begs the response: ‘Okay, but why should the profession want you more than anyone else?’


And an honest self-appraisal will show you how you can improve your skills base. These improving skills, your attitude and discipline are the qualities that will help you succeed in a business where the vast majority do not. You are your own brand and yours is the task of shaping and marketing that brand: ‘You’.


While we’re considering the type of people actors are, it might be a good idea to consider what they’re not. Actors are not ‘normal’, in the sense that they wish to earn their living by exploring the condition of mankind and then publicly using what they’ve learnt for the entertainment/instruction of others. But neither are they ‘abnormal’, in that they still have rent or mortgages to pay, food to buy and bills to cover, just like anyone else.


Actors can sometimes be labelled as dizzy ‘luvvies’ (whatever that means) but don’t be fooled. Cultivate the dizzy image if you wish, but develop clear and down-to-earth thinking skills as well. The word on the grapevine is that the average working year for a professional actor is under twelve weeks, which means at least forty weeks ‘resting’ (the euphemism for being out of acting work). It doesn’t make you fail if you think that this might apply to you. On the contrary, you’re more likely to work harder to make sure you don’t end up as a statistic. Be determined.


When you’re not working


So, you work for twelve weeks a year (maybe), but you have to pay bills for fifty-two weeks. Indeed, not only will you have ‘ordinary’ bills, but you will also have certain extras that many other people don’t. For example, photographs of the 8” x 10” variety; showreels containing examples of your work; websites (increasingly vital); subscriptions to various publications and organisations; vocal and movement classes; theatre and cinema visits; travelling to auditions; union and publicity subscriptions, etc., etc. And these expenses continue whether you are in work or not, because the last thing you can do is turn up for an audition looking like you haven’t worked, washed or eaten in weeks.


All this is not to depress you, but to get you thinking right now of what you will do to keep the money coming in. You can prepare yourself by having skills up your sleeve before you begin. If you’re resting, these other skills should allow you to find a ‘normal’ job where you can also take time off at the drop of a hat to go for an audition. You need to work during hours that will allow you to keep up with your all-important voice and dance classes (yes, even after you’ve trained!). You simply have to be creative and think ‘outside of the box’.


Some non-acting jobs






• There is always a healthy market for people with good touch-typing and IT skills. The opportunities for temporary work are great and the pay isn’t bad, particularly if you have a specialism to offer (for example, medical or legal secretarial skills). One of the bonuses of doing this is that you can vary where you work and you don’t need to become involved in ‘office politics’.


• A TEFL course (Teaching English as a Foreign Language). This will enable you to obtain qualifications in teaching English to the many business and tourist visitors from abroad.


• If your vocal and/or dance skills are good enough you could take some teaching qualifications (or the preliminaries to these, at least) to obtain work in one of the many children’s drama, singing and dancing classes.


• A beauty-therapy course (training as a nail technician or masseur, for example). It goes without saying that you need to be very thorough in your research to make sure that you study only on a bona fide course, but there are evening classes that can offer flexible earning opportunities later.


• Photography classes can also bring surprising benefits. For example, each and every actor needs to have specialist black-and-white photographs taken that are used by schools, agents, casting directors, and on their websites, etc. Perhaps more importantly, every acting student needs them, too, as they leave drama school (and university) each year.








The point is – whatever you do, whatever new skills you learn, use your time now as fruitfully as you can to make life easier later.


So now you’ve asked yourself the questions about why you want to act and what you understand acting to be about and you’ve come up with answers more convincing than ‘fame’ (or plain desire). You’ve made the decision and you’re going to be determined, positive and creative. You are going to be an actor!


 




Summary


Ask yourself the following questions:










• Why do I want to be an actor?


• What is acting?


• What do I have to offer?


• What are my strengths and weaknesses? What is the profession like?


• How could I use my time now to learn skills that will help me earn while I’m training and afterwards?














 


Practical


Start to make a list of personal attributes, also asking other people you respect for their opinions:










• VOICE How do I speak? How quickly do I speak? What does my voice sound like? Do I have a strong accent?


• BODY How do I stand, sit and walk? Do I shuffle, for example?


• ME How do I appear to other people? Do I smile and laugh a lot? Am I self-conscious? Do I have mannerisms that other people recognise?
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University or Drama School?


The value of training


You are determined on a career in acting and you are now in a position to consider your options for training after the age of eighteen. Everyone knows that there are no formal requirements for being an actor but various studies carried out have shown that upwards of eighty per cent of actors in the United Kingdom have received some sort of vocational training.


Caution should be used if you haven’t put in the work and you want to pit yourself against someone who has had vocal, movement and theory training. They will also have had the benefit of lectures and workshops on the business itself, which is another advantage.


University versus drama school


If you want to study Drama or Theatre Studies at university, you should be aware that university training does not have the same primary goal as drama school training. Many students arrive at their drama school auditions having dropped out of university because the theory work was much more intensive, and practical work featured much less than they anticipated.


The courses do vary in practical content from institution to institution but primarily, do not expect a university actively to make you an actor.


This does not mean that you cannot pursue drama school training on completion of your university degree – many people do and the benefits are tremendous, both to themselves and to others on the acting course. However, it will have funding implications (beware of the continually moving goalposts here), so check carefully with your local authority. For example, funding for a second degree in the arts is not currently in place.


Making the decision


You owe it to yourself (and to the person whose place at university you might take) to do your research and make absolutely certain that the practical/vocational content of the course is what you are looking for as a springboard to your chosen career.


The course title doesn’t always help. ‘Theatre Studies’, for example, can mean a course structured around theory at one university but much more practical work at another. The use of ‘Acting’ in the title can help marginally, but the only way to ensure that the course content is what you are looking for is to obtain prospectuses, attend open days and do your research well before you need to make up your mind.


Think of why you would opt for university training instead of drama school training. This is hugely personal and many factors can apply in the decision-making process.


For example, students who want to be playwrights, directors or producers sometimes don’t want to go to drama school because they want a broader and more inclusive study of theory that feeds their artistic ideas (although there are also some very good directing and writing courses at drama school). Or they may not yet know which branch of the profession they wish to go into and may not want to commit to any one school’s own particular ethos.


Alternatively, you may feel that to study an additional subject with drama increases your options post-training, or you may want to attend with a variety of people studying on completely different courses.


Moreover, whilst drama schools offer more degree and diploma variation than they used to, traditional university drama degrees can still be regarded in a more positive light in the wider workplace (rightly or wrongly).


You do need to ask some hard questions of any degree course. For example, how will you want a degree to work for you afterwards? No actor needs a degree to act, but make sure you know what credit is given by other professions to a degree in acting from a drama school. Make sure you know about the alternative post-training options and statistics from any specific drama school.


A possible pitfall


The waters have been muddied recently by the route of application for some of the drama schools. UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) is the body that governs the university-admissions procedure and some drama schools have begun to audition only those who apply through UCAS.


This is not something to be concerned about so long as the school confirms that everyone applying is offered an audition, given that talent and aptitude are and have always been the criteria for an actor.


Some drama schools do not guarantee any such audition, basing their decision on your personal statement on the UCAS form. In my opinion, a personal statement like this gives very little indication of what you are like emotionally or intellectually as an actor, and no information at all on how talented you are. Moreover, your personal statement may have been written for multiple applications to both university drama courses and drama school courses – each of which demands its own approach – and yours may turn out to be an unsatisfactory hybrid if you don’t take great care.


In any event, talk to your teachers and tutors to decide how best to avoid the quandary of a personal statement that is appropriate to neither university or drama school, and which might well result in failure where an audition/interview is not automatic.


Studying unrelated subjects at university


Each situation and each individual is different, but suffice it to say that if you are determined to be an actor, then it is perfectly possible to do so via any route in life. Acting is about life, after all, so all of your experience adds to your potential, and there are a fair few of today’s actors who have gone into the business from another profession. That said, you need to be very determined with your extra-curricular preparation and have a serious look at all your options, from a postgraduate or short course to another full-time drama school course (bearing in mind all funding implications at the point of application). Trying to make your way in the acting profession when you have not trained is not easy (nor is it easy when you have) so care should be taken if this is how you want to proceed. After all, drama students do not spend three years doing nothing!


Starting to prepare


The next chapter will begin to look more specifically at the areas you need to consider in your preparation, but for now you need to remember that a large part of performance for the future professional is ‘educational’. In other words, stay loose and flexible, so you can learn and evolve as an artist in the art form.


Whether you are dancing or singing, working on your understanding, or feeding your curiosity of life by sitting in a library or café watching people – ‘development’ is your key word.


Simply picking up the bag and baggage of a ‘style’ of performance will not give your performance content and quality. Always examine what you are learning through objective eyes and include your whole life in this process, to help you avoid any possible bad habits like cliched ‘acting’ and instant characterisation.


These can be big let-downs at auditions for drama school because they show inflexibility in a creative art form that should remain fluid and organic. Your unique personality can be hidden from view, which is disastrous (see one of the BBC Shakespeare DVDs, for example, to observe how many of these wonderful actors do their job. Watch and analyse – but don’t copy). You must begin to see yourself as a creative person who should be as organically rooted in the truth as the art form itself.


The demands of drama school


Whatever your choice of drama school, an acting student will have many demands placed on them that may well come as a shock if they are not prepared. Maturity and discipline are but two of these demands, and by carefully making your choices you are already on your way to achieving these at least.


Entrance


Entry to drama school is extremely competitive! Thousands of students apply each year and the acceptance on to an acting course can be as low as one per cent, with fewer than one thousand acting and musical-theatre students graduating each year from NCDT-accredited courses.


So what does that mean? An example would be that around two thousand people applied for the September 2008 Acting course at Guildhall School of Music and Drama for twenty-four places, which will break down roughly to half men and half women. Around the same number applied for Drama Centre London for seventeen places, the breakdown here expected to be in the region of eleven men and six women.


You should be noticing another thing here. Whilst no drama school is going to limit itself come what may, you can see from the above figures that the number of females admitted as drama students can sometimes be fewer than males (although at the time of writing, RADA, for example, accept thirty-four students each year, in the ratio of seventeen men and seventeen women, whatever the number of applicants).


Unfortunately, however cross we might feel about it, an unequal admission proportion only reflects a business in which there is generally more work for males yet female application is higher. Drama schools will continually try to find the best and fairest way to treat art form, business and student, so perhaps this is another question to ask them about when you’re considering where to apply.


Again, all this is not to dishearten, but to give you a more specific idea of the difficulties (and realities) of the profession, which is no bad thing. Forewarned is forearmed, so don’t be depressed!


Age restrictions


Applicants for the accredited full-time courses must be eighteen (twenty-one for postgraduate courses), but should you need to pay your way through training there are also many part-time courses at drama schools that are structured to fit in as much as possible with normal working lives. This could mean working on your skills base during your gap year, for example, which would help you if and when you come to audition for the full three-year course. (Make sure you check the accreditation status here and for any funding implications.)


At this juncture, I should point out that no drama school worth its salt will look disparagingly at someone who has taken time out after school to see life, leave home, travel, work and generally grow up before they apply. Indeed, a good spread of ages in any undergraduate acting programme is popular, so while some people may be ready in experience and talent at eighteen, many (the majority) need some extra time and life experience. There is no shame and absolutely no real disadvantage to this.


The drama school routine


Quite apart from the emotional work that goes on, the working day at a drama school involves much physical work, so your level of fitness must be high. Acting is not for people who shy away from committed movement, and every acting course will have many types of dance and movement as an important part of it. Physical stamina and staying power are two very important attributes that will only stand you in good stead for the future.


So in your pre-training time find a fitness regime that suits you. If you intend to pursue a career in musical theatre then you should be adding regular dance classes to that regime; ballet at the very least, for the many benefits of line and posture.


Both actors and musical-theatre students can also expect a varying mix of classes in singing and vocal technique as well as theatre history and acting theory (which will differ from school to school).


The governing body of drama schools


The National Council for Drama Training (NCDT) is the industry-chosen body which oversees the training of actors (as well as stage managers and technicians) to ensure a high level of quality. Courses are inspected by panels from the industry (employer, union and drama school representatives) and these panels give accreditation to the best courses.


A list of the accredited courses can be obtained from the NCDT website (see Appendix for details) along with their booklet, A Practical Guide to Vocational Training in Dance and Drama. This also gives a guide to funding, together with links to the drama schools, and you can find information from the Conference of Drama Schools (more of this later).


Choosing which drama school


As already mentioned, each drama school varies in the ethos, approach and content of their course so it is important to thoroughly investigate each school and course to ensure that it accords with your personal needs and goals.


However, whilst you may well feel certain that you want to train for one particular branch of performance at the moment (musical theatre as opposed to ‘straight’ acting, for example), I would not advise making too many decisions about more detailed career choices (such as screen work instead of theatre work) before you have embarked on a training course. You will develop and change quite ‘dramatically’ over your three years of training, so keep an open and fertile mind. One ex-student of mine is now absorbed in classical acting, having previously been set on a career in musical theatre. For now, focus simply on being the very best that you can be.


That said, if you are considering a musical-theatre option, you will have to pay more attention to the course breakdown, since the proportions of training spent on each of the three disciplines of acting, singing and dancing (all three of which make up the ‘triple-threat performer’) can vary a good deal (and this is looked at in more detail later).


Other expectations of you


Acting is a tremendously disciplined art form – so whatever your personal habits, you will also be expected:






• To be punctual for all your classes and rehearsals (some schools now operate the system of ‘locking’ the door to latecomers at the time the class is due to commence). Lack of punctuality in the profession leads to lack of employment – word does get around!


• To be enthusiastic, energised and ‘hungry’.








Public performance


Even if you get the chance to perform publicly quite soon into your course, this ‘performance’ may take the form of a rehearsed reading in front of your fellow students and the teaching staff. The school will decide how it wants to build in performance opportunities until you are developed and skilled enough to be seen by agents and the general public in your important final productions.


In addition, some schools allow a certain amount of time during training when you can be ‘released’ to work. Others don’t; it’s all a matter of an individual school’s ethos. There are good reasons both for and against this (not least of all the training basis of the school). It goes without saying that you should be cautious about wanting to perform too quickly. If you make the right decision in terms of the school at which you train, you can also trust their advice on this point.


The necessity of preparation


Two things here. Firstly, remember the statistics about your competition for a place. You need to be ready for the big day of your audition if you want to stand out in the right way.


Secondly, while it is fair to say that at each drama school you will study varying amounts of stagecraft and professionalism (the business of being an actor, the thrust of this depending, as ever, on the individual school’s philosophy), it is not fair to assume that any school will be able to teach you every element of being an actor from scratch to consummate professional in just three years.


The course will speed by and (in most cases at least) there simply isn’t enough time for you to learn the basics and then take them to the standard required for you to apply your knowledge practically and professionally. This is why you should put yourself at an advantage with a good amount of preparation before you apply, so you will be in a good position to gain a place and then to begin your first year, which lays the foundations of the skills you’ll build upon.


 




Summary






• Where do I see myself in five years’ time? How do I want my qualifications and training to work for me?








Practical






• Start to investigate university and/or drama school courses, in their prospectuses or online, and along with the Conference of Drama Schools pamphlet.


• Perfect your own personal statement for your application forms in line with the courses that interest you. Ask for advice from everyone in the know, but remember at least to:






‣ Make it clear that you understand the balance of the course.


‣ Support your fitness for this course and this balance.


‣ Give an indication of any experience and particular interests you have (for example, your favourite playwright/type of theatre/productions you have seen and enjoyed).

















“Choose wisely – think about the courses and look at the department. Do not be put off by what anybody else thinks, it’s not just about what you’re good at, it’s about what you enjoy. Drama is a widely respected method of third-level training and it opens many doors into many careers. This is particularly the case with a degree. It’s almost a training for life.


Chris (BA Drama and Theatre Arts, Trinity College Dublin)
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