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To Rosie Elkin-Burr with my love.


Perhaps one day you’ll want to work in theatre.




Introduction


Theatre is like an iceberg. For every actor you see performing on stage, up to ten more people are behind the scenes, out of sight, working their socks off, one way or another, to bring the show to you.




Theatre, without ‘the’ in front of it, is not a building. It means the whole activity of creating live performances and it can be done anywhere, in almost as many different ways as there are people. Think, for example, of the differences between street theatre, site-specific theatre, promenade theatre and devised theatre. Educator Rachel Kimber describes theatre simply and inclusively as ‘the presentation of thoughts, concepts and emotions by individuals or groups to an audience’, and I can’t better that.





Some of these theatre workers, such as stage managers, dressers and scene-shifters, are physically close to the actors and only just out of the audience’s sight. The people operating the lighting rig and sound system are slightly further away, but still nearby if this is theatre in a building.


Before the show you’re watching saw the light of day, designers worked with the show’s director. Then there are the people who made the costumes and built the sets to the designer’s specifications. Together this creative team has ensured that the set, costumes, sound and lighting support the director’s overall vision for the play – which had to be written by someone who may still be alive and around, if it’s a modern piece.


Elsewhere in the venue, whatever form it takes, there may be a theatre manager and people selling tickets and programmes, collectively known as ‘front of house’. Others could be on hand to sell you ice creams, interval drinks or other refreshments.


And behind the show is a producer or production company who invested money in it, or persuaded others to do so. Someone marketed the production so that the public knows about it. That means posters, flyers, internet exposure and working with the press.


It adds up to a large hidden workforce, all of it creative and skilled. There is a great deal more to ‘working in theatre’ than acting or performing, which is only the visible tip of that huge, unseen iceberg.


Really large companies, such as the Royal Opera House, National Theatre or Royal Shakespeare Company, employ hundreds of people, including some whose jobs you might not immediately associate with theatre. These include accountants, administrators, engineers, finance managers, health-and-safety staff, IT experts, human-resources managers, security staff, education managers, website developers, fundraisers – and more.


And once a show is finally staged, in comes the press, who write reviews so that their readers know what’s on and whether or not it’s any good. Theatre critics are, in a sense, ‘working in theatre’ too.


So is anyone else who writes about it. I, for instance, am working in theatre by writing for The Stage and by penning books like this one. And don’t forget publishers such as Nick Hern Books either: everyone involved in the publication of this book is working in theatre too.


Opportunities


This book introduces you to some of these jobs and how you might get started in these many and various, exciting careers in theatre.


And the good news for young people wanting to work in theatre is that in many areas there is a serious shortage of people who can do many backstage jobs, especially the technical ones. The industry has – as everyone knows – plenty of actors, many of whom have to deal with long periods of unemployment. You are much more likely to find work backstage.




In 2008, research by the then newly founded National Skills Academy for Creative and Cultural Skills conducted a survey, which predicted that by 2017 the industry would be short of 30,000 skilled people to undertake backstage work for theatre and other live events. Some progress has been made since then towards setting up training opportunities to deal with this shortfall. That means more ways for you to get into these jobs.





The preparatory years


If you are serious about wanting to work in theatre, what should you be doing to prepare yourself? No one who wants to work in the industry can have too much theatre experience.


That is why the first section of this book is about grabbing every chance to ‘do’ theatre in the years before you start vocational training, which in many cases means while you are still at school, in your teens and/or even younger.


Choices


The second and longest section of this book is about the many different jobs in theatre that are open to you. You certainly don’t have to act to work in theatre, although you probably need to be passionate about the world of theatre.


If, for instance, you love theatre but are good at, and drawn to, hairdressing, has it occurred to you that you might do hair and wigs in theatre?


Suppose a career as an electrician is beckoning, but you don’t really want to turn your back on your beloved theatre. Why not combine the two and become a specialist live events or theatre lighting designer or technician?


Are figures and money what you’re drawn to? Well, accountancy will probably please your parents and it will certainly pay the bills. But, if you’re determined enough to work in theatre, you could aim for an accountancy job within the performing-arts industry. Or you might consider producing, which is all about money.


The options and combinations are almost endless.


And if you really must…


Finally, of course, although I’ve been playing down performance as a way of working in theatre, every show needs a cast. Even though, as we’ve seen, they are just the visible tip of the iceberg, theatre also depends on its frontmen and women – its actors.


That’s why the last section of this book tells you about some of the routes open to you if you are determined to act, and how you might fund training.


It also discusses some of the less obvious professional jobs actors might consider, such as corporate acting or working in schools as facilitators.


One of this book’s main messages, however, is that there are many more lucrative and reliable opportunities to work in theatre off the stage than on it.




Part One


First Steps


You may have caught the theatre bug long ago. Maybe you’ve been to the theatre and seen a few shows – perhaps pantomime, plays for children, performances of your school examination texts, or just theatre for fun – and wondered what you have to do to get professionally involved.


Then someone tells you that actors – and many backstage workers – train in drama schools. These are specialist colleges, often attached to universities, providing vocational training for people who want to work in theatre. Very few people succeed in technical or performance roles in this industry without that training.


Well, you won’t be taken seriously by a drama school if you turn up at an audition or interview without having had any practical experience. Seeing shows produced and performed by others is not enough, although it’s important to see as much theatre as you can.


So, if you’re serious, you need to search out and seize as many opportunities as you can to work, or at least be active, in theatre long before you consider vocational training in any aspect of the performing-arts industries.


Apart from anything else, it will give you some sense of what working in theatre is really like and how productions are created. You may, when you’ve tried it, decide that it isn’t what you want to do after all – and it’s much better to find that out before you embark on expensive, time-consuming vocational training if you realise that this isn’t the right area of work for you.


So how are you going to build up your experience?


Local part-time classes


There are many teachers and schools offering weekend or evening classes in acting, singing and dancing for children and teenagers, often as an extra-curricular activity in addition to their primary- or secondary-school education elsewhere. A ‘triple threat’ package which gives you a taste of all three is quite common.


Backstage skills are less frequently taught this way. But since there are always shows being put on, it’s worth asking if, instead of performing, you can help with stage management, sound or lighting if that’s where your interest lies.


You must first choose between the local branch of an established (or new) chain of a branded, franchised company, or an independent, stand-alone part-time school.


There are pros and cons either way, of course. A big-name franchise comes with an established, recognisable ‘brand’ and a way of working that is controlled by head office. On the other hand, an independent school is often cheaper and more flexible.


You may have an excellent local, independently run school which enjoys a good reputation. If you are new to all of this, do your homework and talk to other young people who attend them, and to their parents.


Make sure that the school you are considering has some sort of accreditation – the National Council for Dance Training’s minimum standards badge, if the school is teaching dance, for instance – so that you know the quality is up to scratch.


Check too that the teachers are properly qualified and have DBS clearance (DBS is the Disclosure and Barring Service, merging what was previously the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) and the Independent Safeguarding Agency (ISA) checks). Ensure that the premises are maintained to a decent standard. You may find that an independent school charges less than a franchised school (no head-office overheads), which is a bonus if you can find a good one.


On the other hand, perhaps you favour the equivalent of Waitrose or Tesco over a small, independent food shop, and feel happier with a branded name and a larger umbrella organisation. In that case, names such as Razzamataz, Stagecoach or the Pauline Quirke Academy are for you.


Try the public library, a business directory or use the internet to find out which franchise groups operate in your area. Unless you are in a very densely populated and extensive urban area, your choice is likely to be constrained by which franchises have schools nearby.


The advantage of a franchised school is that you know exactly what you are getting, because the curriculum is usually designed centrally and is common to all its branches. That means teachers work to specific lesson plans and term themes or topics. This is useful too if your family moves to another part of the country because, if you can find a school in the same group, you can start seamlessly from where you left off.


The common curriculum also means that franchised schools can work together in regional or national projects, which provide participating pupils with extra performance and development opportunities alongside the ones they get in their own local school – one of Theatretrain’s great strengths, for instance.


You can research any franchised chain, of course, by looking at the company’s website to find out about its ethos, way of working, group sizes, age range, charges and so on (see Appendices).


Remember that no two are exactly the same and that each has its unique selling points, so it’s worth looking at carefully. Music Bugs (classes for age six months to four years), The Courage to Sing (tuition for adults) and Soundsteps (keyboard/piano lessons in over 100 centres), for instance, specialise in music rather than in dance or drama. Others, such as New Youth Theatre, tend to be more drama dominated.


Then, if you find one you like the look of, you can search to see whether there’s a school a convenient distance from where you are. You can find a list of some chains of part-time class providers in the Appendices at the back of this book.


Local youth theatre


Youth theatres are essentially clubs dedicated to developing and presenting shows with young people. Within a good youth theatre, there is usually scope for young people to get involved with every aspect of the production, including all backstage jobs, front of house and marketing.


Some youth theatres are based in venues and led by adults who work in the venue in other capacities, often directing.


For example, there’s a youth theatre company with about sixty members aged nine to eighteen at Helmsley Arts Centre in Ryedale, Yorkshire which meets weekly in term time to take part in workshops, to rehearse for productions, or to devise projects.


Members are encouraged to develop their acting skills and to learn about the technical and backstage aspects of theatre. It costs £28 per term at the time of writing – which makes it far cheaper than any part-time class.


Recently, several members successfully auditioned for the National Youth Theatre and were cast in productions at venues such as York Theatre Royal and West Yorkshire Playhouse. Some have gone on to drama school in London or to university to study theatre.


Or take the youth theatre run by Dorset School of Acting, which is based in the Lighthouse at Poole. It runs sessions for everyone aged from three to twenty-one and gives them lots of training and opportunities to perform or to support performance.


These are just two examples picked at random from the many similar youth theatres all over the country. Contact your local theatre and ask if it has a youth theatre you can join.


Youth theatres are also sometimes run by secondary and primary schools as an adjunct to the curriculum or as some sort of after-school club. Sometimes a drama teacher will lead a youth theatre in his or her own school at weekends – and typically it would be open to all young people, not just the ones who attend that school.


National opportunities in youth theatre


In addition to taking part in your local youth theatre, once you have some experience, and if you’re still keen, you might consider applying to one of the organisations which offer youth theatre nationally.


National Youth Theatre


The most famous of these is the National Youth Theatre. Every summer it brings together some of the most theatrically talented teenagers in Britain to engage in classes and workshops and to create a show during a two-week course.


Some of its members are actors, others are passionate about backstage work and technical theatre – they have all undergone a rigorous selection process.


Founded in 1956 by Michael Croft, a south London secondary-school teacher of English and drama, NYT’s first ever production was Henry V. Since then it has helped to train performers such as Helen Mirren, Derek Jacobi, Matt Lucas, Romola Garai, Jamie Theakston and many more who have gone on to glittering professional careers.


Students who audition successfully for NYT are enrolled on one of the two summer courses – one for over-eighteens and the other for under-eighteens. These courses, on which places are limited, are very intensive and lead to an end-of-course performance which is not open to the public. Those who complete the course satisfactorily are invited to become NYT members.


Members also get the chance to take part in productions on the West End stage and in major venues around the UK and abroad. In recent years, opportunities have included performing in Beijing at the 2008 handover ceremony to the London 2012 Olympics, in Abu Dhabi at the 2009 FIFA Club World Cup, and in Shanghai at World Expo 2010.


In 2012, NYT members took part in the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic’s Team Welcome Ceremonies, a bilingual adaptation of a Shakespeare classic and a filmed documentary drama about the 1948 Olympics – among many other projects.


NYT, which reaches twenty thousand young people every year, also runs free courses and workshops for non-members. Talking to Byron, for instance, was a show about knife crime devised and performed by ‘creative assistants’ who toured schools in and around London with their work, supported by the Home Office. It ran a similar project in Birmingham, with support from the Equalities and Human Rights Commission.


Based in offices in Southwark, near Tower Bridge, and with large rehearsal rooms on Holloway Road in North London, NYT runs its courses and activities all over Britain – with a strong network of regional groups – in order to be as inclusive as possible, although the core of its work continues to be showcasing the theatrical abilities of exceptionally talented youngsters. So it is not easy to get in.


Youth Music Theatre UK


Another youth theatre operating nationally is Youth Music Theatre UK (www.youthmusictheatreuk.org), which was founded in 2003. It is one of the National Youth Music organisations supported by Youth Music.


YMTUK runs one-week summer schools for eleven- to twenty-one-year-olds in the South East and near Edinburgh, where it has an office in addition to its main office in London. It also offers training opportunities for recent graduates and emerging artists.




Jon Bromwich is the YMTUK’s Executive Producer.


‘We work almost exclusively with new work, either by commissioning new musical theatre from experienced writers and composers, or through the devising process. To this end we employ active industry professionals at the top of their game. Creativity is at the heart of the work and we actively encourage as much participation as we can from the young people who join the company.


Most, although not all, of our work is residential. So we have a substantial duty of care to the seven hundred young people who stay with us on our courses during each year.


We seek to make the company open to a wide range of young people from different backgrounds, and try to promote outreach and local projects as much as possible, and to provide hardship funds and bursaries to help those who cannot afford the courses.’





Royal Opera House Youth Company


In 2010, the Royal Opera House launched its first Youth Opera Company. It made its debut in May that year in a specially commissioned new work called Beginners by composer Richard Taylor and librettist Jane Buckler. There was also a newly devised piece that included a number of opera choruses written for young voices.


Work continued with the Youth Company providing the children’s chorus for La bohème in the opera house in Covent Garden in 2012.


The idea is to offer young people from a wide variety of backgrounds and who possess untapped potential, the opportunity to discover and develop their talent. The company’s fifty or so members, aged nine to twelve, are drawn from across London and the South East.


So how are the participants selected? An initial group of more than four hundred schoolchildren took part in an extensive series of participatory workshops. Ongoing recruitment workshops find a small number of new members to filter in each year. The aim is to keep the recruitment base as broad as possible and to provide opportunities for everyone, irrespective of whether or not they have previous experience of opera.


Summer schools


Short courses, like the ones by YMTUK, run during school holidays, and can be a good way of giving you an immersive, perhaps life-changing experience.


There is also plenty of potential in summer schools and other holiday courses for adults, including professional theatre technicians and actors. We will look at some of these in Parts Two and Three. For the moment, let’s concentrate on opportunities for young people who are still investigating options before making long-term career decisions.


Almost every drama and stage school now offers a range of summer schools at different levels. And many other organisations, such as performing-arts venues and music-teaching schools and companies run them too. Some have quite a general focus, while others are very specific.


The Egg, for example, is Theatre Royal Bath’s award-winning theatre for children, young people and their families. Its annual summer school usually has places for sixty young people aged twelve to twenty-one, with opportunities for backstage work as well as performing.


The highly esteemed Sylvia Young Theatre School runs popular, good-quality holiday courses in its new building off Edgware Road in London. These weeks are for ages ten to eighteen, although the students are grouped according to age. Sylvia Young usually also offers a theatre-skills course for ages eight to eighteen. It includes drama/audition technique, singing and microphone technique, street dance and basic circus skills.




‘While I was still at school, I did a one-week summer school at East 15 Acting School in Essex and it changed my life. I discovered that there are such wonderful things as voice and movement classes and decided, then and there, that I never wanted to study anything academic ever again. So I applied for the full-time course.’


Stuart Walker, East 15-trained actor





Bristol Old Vic Theatre School offers a theatre-skills week for children aged approximately seven to fifteen in two groups. Like most summer schools, it leads to an end-of-course performance.


Respected specialist vocational drama school Guildford School of Acting has long experience in summer-school provision. In a typical year, it might offer a six-day GSA Juniors course for ages eight to eleven, a musical-theatre week for fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds, and a youth-theatre course for twelve- to fourteen-year-olds. All GSA’s summer courses take place in the school’s new building on the University of Surrey campus, just down the hill from Guildford Cathedral.


As well as running weekly classes, most of Stagecoach Theatre Arts’s six hundred centres run summer-holiday workshop weeks which are open to those aged eight to eighteen (and not limited to Stagecoach regular class attenders). There are also some options for younger children in some places.


The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (formerly the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama) is in Glasgow. It offers a good range of imaginative summer courses for children and teenagers. A typical year might include work on a specific show or theme for ages five to seven, and musical theatre for ages fifteen to seventeen.


The Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds is a well-known and respected producing and receiving venue. It is also busy on the community and education front, running an annual summer school for those aged thirteen to twenty-one. Auditions are usually held in April.


There are, literally, hundreds of opportunities like these all over the country every summer, and sometimes during Easter or Christmas holidays too. The small selection I’ve mentioned here is just to give some idea of the range available. For more options, look at www.summer-schools.info/performing-arts.


Grabbing opportunities


At school


Unless you are very unlucky, your everyday school will be putting on an occasional show, the school play – make sure you are involved. It might be a pretty basic show directed by a well-meaning teacher, or you might be lucky enough to be in a school with a professional theatre and very experienced drama and technical staff to lead the work in it.


Some schools employ a professional director-in-residence to work with students on a specific production. Others have schemes to bring in an actor-in-residence or a theatre technician-in-residence. These are all people from whom you can learn a great deal. Unlike many schoolteachers – who have different skills – these are people with recent, relevant industry experience.


Remember that ‘working in theatre’ at school doesn’t mean acting and nothing else. You can help backstage; you can work on the lighting or the sound; you might design the set, costumes, programmes or even tickets. Someone has to show people to their seats, sell programmes, serve refreshments and many other jobs too. Or, if it’s a musical and you’re a musician, you might find yourself playing in the band.


You can also learn a lot through drama course options in secondary schools including GCSE Drama, A level Theatre Studies or Highers in Scotland. Many schools offer BTEC Firsts (roughly equivalent to GCSE) and BTEC Nationals (roughly equivalent to A level) in a range of performing-arts subjects. BTECs tend to be very hands-on and practical.


Amateur theatre


In almost every area, there is a drama, operatic or musical-theatre group rehearsing and presenting shows for the love of it, in the evenings and at weekends. Some are pretty humble efforts, others achieve near professional standards. Although these are clubs usually joined by adults, most are delighted to have younger members.


You may need to be sixteen to join because of child-protection issues – you cannot expect every member of the group to pay for a DBS check in order to work with one or two under-sixteens in the company. One way around this is for a young member to have a designated adult – or chaperone – who agrees to be responsible for him or her. In practice, many young people join amateur groups because their parents or other relatives are members, and that solves the problem. Such groups can provide all the same sorts of learning experiences as school productions.


The National Operatic and Dramatic Association (NODA) is the linking body for amateur theatre. It gives ‘professional support for amateur theatre’, and provides the sector with a collective voice. It has members all over Britain. It also runs summer schools to help amateur-theatre enthusiasts to hone their skills in a range of theatre-related disciplines.


Seeing theatre and volunteering


If you want to work in theatre, then you can’t see too much of it. You need to see as many shows as you can and keep your diet as varied as possible.


See Shakespeare and other classic plays. Watch as much new work as you can, including devised pieces and site-specific theatre. Keep an eye open for interesting companies which produce innovative work and might be touring in your area. Look out for Propeller, Hull Truck, Shared Experience and Pilot, among many others.


Don’t forget theatre for young audiences, as it employs many people who work in theatre these days. Companies such as Oily Cart, M6 and Kneehigh are producing breathtaking work. Musicals are always popular, so musical theatre is where a lot of the work is – include this in your diet too.


Theatregoing is, of course, expensive, but many theatres and other venues have deals and special offers for students and young people.


Alternatively, you could try volunteering, or seeking parttime paid work, at your local theatre. Cambridge Arts Theatre, Stratford East or the Marlowe Canterbury have ongoing programmes of touring theatre which visits for a short run – these are known in theatre jargon as receiving theatres. If you can persuade the theatre to let you work as an usher or programme-seller – or even loading the dishwasher in the café or cleaning the loos – you will probably be given tickets for shows which haven’t sold out, or at least be able to slip in for the second half.


In this way, you can learn a lot about how the business of theatre works – very useful for someone who wants to work in theatre.


Getting careers advice


Sadly, it can be difficult for young people to find out what they need to know about working in theatre. Because actors and other performers are the most visible and obvious workers in a theatre, few people – and that includes some teachers and careers advisers – know much about the other theatre jobs available.


This is why so many students, and their anxious parents, are told that actors spend most of their time ‘resting’ – i.e. out of work – and that ‘a nice career in law, with a bit of amateur theatre on the side if you must’ would be more sensible.


It is true that, although the performing-arts industries continue to grow despite recessions, credit crunches, economic downturns or whatever term you use, Britain trains more actors than it has jobs for.
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