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Let me play the lion too: I will roar, that I will do any man’s heart good to hear me: I will roar, that I will make the duke say ‘Let him roar again, let him roar again’.


A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 1, Scene 2




 





As an actor, on one level you’re show trash, on another an artist.


WILLEM DAFOE






















Preface: Robert De Niro





My agent rang me a few years ago after receiving a call from a New York casting director. There was a movie being planned (it ended up as The Good Shepherd) directed by Robert De Niro, starring himself and Leonardo DiCaprio. They would immediately express me the script, and Mr De Niro would be simply delighted (I don’t exaggerate here) if I felt able to meet with him to discuss the project. Should we say twelve noon on Saturday at a certain venue in north London?


Even the fact that it was near my home seemed a good omen.


I got the script. The part was not long. Actually what it involved was emerging from the House of Commons in a pinstripe suit and being bundled into a taxi by the two stars, driven a couple of blocks while they leaned on me over some matter or other in that way that they’re so good at, and then pitched me out of the cab. There were two lines, or rather half-lines, of remonstration from me: ‘What the …’ at the moment of bundling, and ‘This is outrag—’ at being propelled out of the cab. However Mr De Niro was obviously taking every detail of his project seriously, so who was I to argue. He clearly had something in mind, something I could help him with.


There was another, much better, role for an Englishman in the film, involving politics, possible gayness, despair and suicide. The terms of my forthcoming meeting with De Niro certainly suggested a man-to-man candour and a respectful exchange of ideas: perhaps I could use the opportunity to pitch for the better part. Even if this didn’t work, it would still be very pleasurable to play the man of two half-lines and to spend a day with him and DiCaprio, being inimitably leaned on.


I was in a restaurant on the Friday night with a friend, expatiating enthusiastically on the open-ended possibilities of all this. Would there be cocktails after the meeting with Bobby? Lunch even? The rendezvous being near Finsbury Park, I even wondered if Arsenal were playing at home: Saturday afternoons can hang heavy when you’re travelling, and I wondered if he liked the game … My mobile rang. It was my agent, with a minor change of plan: could the time be not twelve noon tomorrow, but 10.50 a.m.?


I confess this was a setback. 10.50 didn’t have the same ring to it. We might not have time to muse on all the possibilities I had in mind, and I tried not to acknowledge that it sounded like a ten-minute slot. I concluded instead that this was De Niro’s variant on the fifty-minute hour – the appointment which ends ten minutes early so that the director/therapist can recover from one enriching encounter before moving on to his next. The problem was that the interview was to start at that point, not finish at it. I crunched the maths. Perhaps he worked forty-minute sessions, then the ten-minute pause. That would work.


I turned up the next morning in an agony of expectation quite inappropriate to someone of my age and experience. I waited; and waited. There were a couple of other hopefuls there as well, showing no sign of nerves: it was as if they cared less about meeting Robert De Niro than some old hack of a rep director. They even looked at their watches from time to time and chatted to me about the cricket in Australia. I think during one of these listless exchanges I may have caught sight of a figure in a baseball cap slipping out of a side door and into the interview room. How else to account for the fact that when I finally got into it Bobby was there – unless he’d been there all night, or his magical powers extended to levitating through the floor on cue.


In I went, busily talking to the casting director as I did so, so as not to have my eyes out on stalks. In my own time I broke off, as it were, to speak to him, almost as an afterthought. A bit shorter than I’d imagined (they always are), he was charming, seemed to have come off the golf course, and encouraged me gently into the hot seat.


I had already seen that this wasn’t going to be so much a screen test as a reaction-shot test – ‘What the …’, ‘This is outrag—’ – and then a lot of listening to whoever was going to read in the intervening lines. What struck me now was that I was about to do this in front of someone who perhaps does reaction shots better than anyone in the world. De Niro has the sublime screen actor’s gift of projecting silent thought simply by thinking it, a complex state of mind just by having it. No faces pulled, as there tend to be with some of his closest competitors, no signals, just the thing itself, unmediated thought. In New York, New York, I think it is, there’s a sequence when he takes a phone call in a bar, in vision but out of the range of hearing. We never learn what it’s about, as it’s never explained; I suspect a scene had been cut but this sequence left in because it’s such a classy small collector’s piece of acting. You sense the contours of the argument he’s having, and the discontented compromise he’s reached as he finally hangs up. It goes on and on, and could go on indefinitely. How you do this kind of riveting thing in the circumstances of a film set, with forty preoccupied bodies far closer to you than they should be, and all that equipment, I’ve never quite gathered – but then, some people are puzzled that you can sustain a three-hour matinee performance in the theatre and then do it all over again in the evening.


This, in any case, is one hell of an actor. And now he’s slumped, director-fashion, on one side of the camera, while the casting director sits with her script on the other. And I’m about to start.


In case you don’t know, most casting directors don’t read well: in fact I sometimes wonder if they shouldn’t take a course. On this occasion she had, self-evidently, a lot of reading to do. I had to turn her mentally into Bobby and Leo as she blundered from one end to the other of the intervening lines, weaving arabesques of meaninglessness out of them. As she did, my listening face began to lock into a rictus. Determined not to mug, I’d resolved to do less than nothing with it, and was being rewarded by a jutting chin and a mouth hardening into a set, mean line. Unfortunately I was also doing less than nothing with my mind. Even so, on ‘Cut’, Bobby leapt up enthusiastically and came bounding over. He knelt beside me and lightly placed his hand on my knee. For a moment I wondered what he was going to do next. Then I realised how classy he was being: his expectation as an actor is that when the director talks to him it’s private, not to be overheard. This must be how Marty S does it, I thought. He started, sounding remarkably like his Pupkin in The King of Comedy, but more modest, far more, almost apologetic. ‘What can you do?’ (or ‘doo’) he said, making that small gesture of the hands towards the script, as if in a discreet vote of no confidence in the material. But did I think the feeling of the scene should be a little more … open?


I absolutely thought so. Absolutely. I agreed. How right he was. Oh yes. More … open.


Again.


After Take Two the huddle again, I think without the hand on the knee this time. Did I think (always did I think, never mind about him) the feeling of it should be a little more … closed?


I did a gesture of kicking myself, the one when you dip your head and make a sort of circular punch with your fist. Of course. How could I not have seen? More … closed.


Again.


Now, one feature of being Robert De Niro is that you do as many takes as it takes. Dozens, if need be. And in an infinity of set-ups, not just the close-up and the midshot, but half a dozen angles of close-up, a shot for every degree of variance and every metre of distance. Unless they’re equally stellar, whoever he’s acting with doesn’t get that, because De Niro’s where the money is: that’s the reality. Of course the film’s story has to be told properly, but it’s amazing how little an unimportant character has to be seen. Think of it – the star speaks, the other actor’s line begins but you don’t cut to him/her till the middle of it, and then you rapidly cut back to the star’s reaction even before the line is finished. Add up the footage, and quite important characters have barely been onscreen at all. That’s how it works, and that’s fine. Then the star may have an influence in the editing room, maybe even be an executive producer. Marilyn Monroe, condemned by so many as brainless, used to have an unerring instinct for which was her best take – ‘Number 7,’ she’d say, to the amusement of all, who then found in the rushes the next day that she was absolutely right.


And now, purring in my ear deferentially, Robert De Niro was treating me like Robert De Niro. Would I like to go again?


We did eleven takes. He offered me a twelfth. I said no, I didn’t think I had any more to give him. We all laughed, as if we were working together already. ‘What can you do?’ he said again, with that same gesture towards the script, clapped me on the shoulder and declared his pleasure in having met. He was entirely charming and professional throughout. But we never had the cocktail. And of course I wasn’t chosen. Nor were any of the string of extremely established leading men in films – you’d be surprised whose names I saw on a list on the way out – who had all thought it worth their while to meet with Robert De Niro on a Saturday morning, and go ‘What the …’


Michael Gambon got the good part.
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There is, of course, a reason I’m telling you this story: it’s by way of introducing myself. At the time of the meeting with De Niro I was placed professionally pretty much as I am now. That is: I’ve worked closely with John Gielgud, Paul Scofield, Judi Dench, Meryl Streep, and George Lucas; Douglas Fairbanks liked my Hamlet, and I was briefly granted the freedom of the city of Assisi on the strength of my work, though they’ve taken it back now. I’ve premiered new plays by twenty-odd major playwrights and done most of the big Shakespeares. In fact I’m such a Shakespearian that I get birthday cards on 23 April, and today Amazon recommended my own book on Shakespeare to me. Indeed, when I bought and sent a copy to a friend in the US I likewise got a query from Amazon: So michael pennington, how did this item meet your expectations? A few weeks ago a woman called across the Underground lift descending at Holloway Road station that she’d very much enjoyed my Duke in Measure for Measure (a role in which I was, physically, deeply disguised) at the RSC thirty-five-odd years ago. I’ve been around such a good while that a recent Old Vic programme announced that I’d first appeared at that theatre in 1898.


I won’t labour the point, but I’ve done pretty much what I hoped to in my youthful dreams, though relatively few films. Perhaps because of the latter fact, I’ve never sweated in the hot tub of celebrity – rather, I’ve been appeased by warm lapping waters of general approval, as if there were a little invisible crowd gathered closely around me, all murmuring appreciatively into the air. Half-smiles in the half-light of some restaurants have suggested that people appreciate my being around and would be sorry if I weren’t.


At the same time the routine humiliations and setbacks of an actor’s life, the ones which make you feel you might as well go back and start all over again, have buffeted me like everyone else. I’ve been nominated and not won, not nominated when I probably deserved to be, been the bridesmaid not the bride. I have no letters after my name, and not because I’ve refused them. I’m quite used to people I know fairly well cutting me dead at parties – or worse, looking vaguely discomforted at my approach – and being lionised by others I don’t know at all, some of whom want me to help get their play put on. I get quite tired of being told what parts I should be doing, as if I could wave a wand and do them. When I’m not working I am overwhelmed by watching good actors on the stage – I can’t imagine how they do it. Harold Pinter has looked on me with admiration; David Hare, it seems to me, rather more doubtfully. I know just about every mendacity, broken promise and abandoned hope that a life in show business brings: all the codes are familiar, and I’m quite proud of having drained both the bitter and sweet glass to the dregs.


And I’ve also had a hell of a time, the best of times. I’m still working at an age when quite a few colleagues are, if not retiring exactly, reluctant to commit to the rigours of a stage play, let alone a national tour. I’ve been mistaken for the theatre critic of the Guardian, whose name slightly resembles mine. My real name is shared by Johnny Vegas, but for one reason or another he changed it; however, ours has stuck to him, so I sometimes see reviews headed ‘Michael Pennington – larger than life again’. Indeed, Johnny recently told the Guardian that he wanted to change the situation whereby he was always cheered as Johnny Vegas, but that Michael Pennington had never had a round of applause in his life. I’m proud of the connection.


Most actors make fun of themselves: it’s a defence against never being sure whether they’ve done well or not. On the other hand they may react sharply if you make fun of them in return. The humiliations of the profession are our comic lingua franca: you try not to let this laughing mask slip, but some people, rather embarrassingly, do. I know, though I didn’t know him, that Dirk Bogarde died thinking he was a failure; what a joke, but he did. Laurence Olivier, congratulated by a member of the public on having ‘arrived’, said ‘An Actor Never Arrives’. Yes, Laurence Olivier, whose amour-propre was as famous as he was, enormous and jealous. Who am I to argue with such great self-denigrators?


I’m saying all this because I’m not easily impressed – except that I often am, very; and I learn from the De Niro meeting that one can be both an old lag and a kid. I have a feeling that this is a good thing, especially if I’m to write a book like this and propose myself as your guide.


Books about the acting life, like books about acting itself, wobble uncertainly between the daftly self-important and the ingratiatingly self-mocking, as if we were either earnest vicars or Uriah Heeps in cap and bells. This one is aimed – of course – at performers, especially those starting out, who may be more interested in the highs and the falls from grace of someone who’s been at it for half a century than from any number of tablets patriarchally handed down the mountain. It is emphatically not coming from on high. My generation has an abominable Oedipal tendency to patronise: ah well, old love, you kids today can’t do the verse/only care about celebrity/aren’t curious about the past etc., etc. I am more impressed than I can say by the vast majority of the young actors I meet and work with, and this book is for them.


I also hope, of course, that I can illuminate the life – this deadly serious, sometimes hilarious, often misunderstood but infinitely enriching life – for any older performer or general reader who is halfway interested. Other voices will be heard from time to time, since who better to explain what it’s like to graduate in 2014 (rather than 1964) than the graduates themselves? Who better to correct me if I make the wrong assumption about an actor two generations younger than I am who has to battle either with disability or ethnic isolation?


So, dear reader of every kind, let’s start. And if at any point in the following you wonder, like Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver, who I think I’m talkin’ to, I’m talkin’ to you.






















Introduction: The Way In


The 1960s: Michael Pennington – The 1980s: Jatinder Verma and David K. S. Tse – The 2000s: Annie Hemingway, Gwilym Lee and Gavin Fowler





On 28 July 1961 I found myself peering through two glass portholes – an enlargement of the round gig-lamp glasses on my nose – set into the double doors of St George the Martyr’s Hall on Borough High Street in south London, wondering whether my grand determination to become an actor had all been a mistake. I’d left boarding school in Wiltshire early that morning to start rehearsals – a week late, but that had all been agreed since I only had a small part – for Michael Croft’s 1961 National Youth Theatre season in the West End. Two plays had been chosen for his repertoire that I would come to know well over the next fifty years: Richard II and Henry IV Part Two (oddly enough not the sequential Part One, but then Part Two does have more good cameo roles for a big company). Off the train, I’d paused at home long enough to greet my mother and – which seemed as important – to change into my jeans and winklepicker shoes. I think I also wanted to reassure her – for far from the last time – that I’d be all right in the world I was about, albeit as an amateur, to enter. She’d had seven worrying years since I’d become stage-struck, in which her support had never wavered, except for one moment when she sadly confided in her sister that I still hadn’t got over my ‘mania for the stage’. For the subsequent half-century (she died exactly halfway through it, more or less content with the way things had turned out), the reproachful mantra I’ve repeated whenever I’ve felt professionally sorry for myself or worn out has been, I Told My Mother I Could Do It.


Not long before looking through these porthole windows I had, aged sixteen, played Prospero in a school production of The Tempest. The school had acquired for the occasion the magic cloak recently worn by John Gielgud in Peter Brook’s production at Stratford. By now it was a threadbare thing, much hired out since he’d doffed it; however, the exceptionally cunning director of the play – a teacher of German with some of the instincts of an impresario – told me not to worry, it would look terrific under the lights. Convinced, I held my head high; but the cloak worked like a carpet sweeper, its extrusions of wire and jagged gauze efficiently hoovering up whatever was lying about the stage – nails, fluff, wood shavings. Since the theatre requires the willing suspension of disbelief, I stalked through the production, lamb dressed pretty much as mutton, but believing that the mantle of Gielgud had descended on me in more senses than one.


Now, taking in what I could see of the Youth Theatre rehearsal from the other side of the swing doors, I felt this power-investing garment slipping off my shoulders to reveal the pitiful nakedness of my ambition. The startlingly encyclopaedic knowledge of Shakespeare I’d accumulated during my ill-spent teenage years at London’s Old Vic Theatre (I’d even seen two separate productions of Titus Andronicus) would have qualified me to win the £64,000 prize on ITV’s Double Your Money, had I entered rather than staying at home fuming at the inadequate contestant on the box: suddenly it seemed so much idle fancy. What I was hearing and seeing was a great commotion of young men – no women at all – who looked like giants and sounded like the roaring sea. In full throttle were Robin Ellis, John Shrapnel, Ian McShane, Hywel Bennett, David Weston, Richard Hampton, Simon Ward and Martin Jarvis, their unnervingly well-trained young voices braying at each other in what turned out to be the gage-flinging opening scene of Richard II.


Could I go through with this? Should I push the door open, knowing that silence would probably fall as the giants stopped, swung round and looked at me (I who had felt like a giant at school) through thirty sets of unforgiving grown-up eyes; or do I go home to Mother, defeated before I begin? Yes, that would be, by a small margin, worse. You know the answer, but when, a few moments later and after an excruciating introduction by Michael Croft (‘Ah, here’s our public-school boy’), Robin Ellis showed me gently where to stand as the loyal Earl of Salisbury and I took up an appropriate anti-Bolingbroke posture, we not only started a friendship for life, but, dear reader, demonstrated a truth: be nice to the newcomer and he’ll never forget you.


It would be hard to overstate the daring and resolve of Michael Croft’s young company. Set up five years earlier at the end of his teaching career at Alleyn’s School (founded by Shakespeare’s great rival, Edward Alleyn), it had already presented Henry V, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida and Julius Caesar, done a season at the Queen’s Theatre in the West End as well as at the Lyric Hammersmith, played the Edinburgh Festival, Dartington Hall, Toynbee Hall and the Arts Theatre in Cambridge. It had an impressive overseas portfolio as well – a visit to Paris and tours of Italy and Holland. Croft’s original idea had been altruistic – not to recruit from university or drama school, or in any way prepare actors for professional careers: he used to say he’d take a young man with character and general flair even if he couldn’t act at all.


By now, 1961, the Youth Theatre’s founding principles of involving disadvantaged kids in Shakespeare more for their own benefit than for the finesse of the results had been slightly diluted by the need of those who had gone on to drama school to have a final showcase to secure their first job: hence the clamour and sophistication, not to mention the prototypical leather jackets. The age range was fifteen to twenty-one, with exceptions for young men doing National Service. There were grammar-school and secondary-modern kids, and, very rarely indeed, one or two from public schools.


So three weeks after leaving mine, I was on the stage of the Apollo Theatre in the West End – alone, in a green velvet gown as I recall, and, as I like to think, a gently tightening follow-spot. It’s a little-known fact that the Earl of Salisbury in Richard II has a soliloquy. It follows a brief scene with a Welsh Captain who reports to him that his regiment of soldiers loyal to King Richard has deserted, and he has no choice but to go as well. The noble Earl’s soliloquy that follows may not be of the order of ‘O what a rogue and peasant slave am I’, but it has its moments. Here, in its entirety, it is:






Ah, Richard, with the eyes of heavy mind


I see thy glory like a shooting star


Fall to the base earth from the firmament.


Thy sun sets weeping in the lowly west,


Witnessing storms to come, woe and unrest:


Thy friends are fled to wait upon thy foes,


And crossly to thy good all fortune goes.








And exit, sadly. I hope, I’m sure vainly, that I wasn’t too slow. Anyway, a West End Wendy before my time, I was on my way.
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Once in a while in the Youth Theatre someone farted on stage and everyone laughed. So naturally I laughed too. The Duke of York was awesomely drunk one night, and, little puritan that I was, I didn’t know quite what to think. Still, things were going well. I was to be off to Cambridge in September but first there was a quick trip to Berlin with a few performances of the revived modern-dress Julius Caesar which Croft had premiered the previous year. I played a wheelchair-bound Caius Ligarius, hoisting himself to his feet in his enthusiasm to join the revolutionary cause, and then quick-changed into Cinna the Poet, murdered for his bad verses by a quartet of Teddy boys who looked very much like the newly emerging Beatles.


It was a remarkable trip for a couple of reasons. We were the official British entrants at the Berlin International Festival, even though we weren’t professionals. We were playing at the historic Hebbel Theatre in the Kreuzberg district and staying at the Stuttgarter Hof (not nearly as grand as it is now) on Anhalter Strasse. What made this particular was the fact that the Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart (the Berlin Wall to you and me) had gone up six weeks earlier and both the theatre and the hotel were less than ten minutes’ walk away. We were warned to stay in the hotel, so of course I crossed into the East without delay with three or four pals, armed with some kind of barely official authorisation, to visit the legendary Berliner Ensemble (we saw a dress rehearsal of Arturo Ui with Ekkehard Schall) – doing my bit for East–West relations by making the terrifying border guards laugh at my passport photo. I was lucky: soon after I left Berlin, a US diplomat, also on a cultural mission – he had tickets for the State Opera – was denied entry to the Eastern sector. As a result of that, US diplomats going into the East took to being accompanied by American Jeeps. To emphasise the point, US tanks then rolled up to just short of Checkpoint Charlie and sat there, gunning their engines; the Russians rolled up an equal number on the other side, and for a moment it looked as if World War Three might break out. Meanwhile Kennedy quietly negotiated with Khrushchev, and one by one the tanks rolled away again. My attempt at conciliation by means of comedy had clearly paved the way for peace.
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My time with Michael Croft had been the first part of an unofficial two-stage training, in life as much as acting, to be completed by the time I was twenty-one. I bounced into its second phase with the same abruptness as into the first: I got home from Berlin on the Friday and went up to Cambridge on the Monday, determined to miss no opportunity to continue training myself as an actor, albeit without teachers. The theatre we handful of undergraduate devotees were to make at Cambridge, unlike at drama school, cost us nothing except academic approval: it was extra-mural and well against the official tide, though that tide was unpredictable, and taught us a certain resourcefulness. For one thing we invented an infinity of dramatic societies with essentially the same personnel to avoid the rule that any society could only do one production a term. Even so, my contemporary John Shrapnel had to borrow the name of the famous wicker chair, Lloyd Loom, as a pseudonym in order to play Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman without his tutor finding out; we presented Lloyd to the local press as a distinguished visitor from the Actors’ Studio in New York. Meanwhile Kingsley Amis, as his tutor, was keeping a close-ish eye on Richard Eyre as Happy in the same production; I, on the other hand, playing Biff, was untroubled by my relaxed (with the emphasis on lax) overseers.


In the overheated atmosphere of undergraduate theatre, standing for a particular something was a point of honour: sidestepping the doctrines of both Stanislavsky and Brecht, I introduced to our community such esoteric stuff as the Laban Carpenter theory of movement taught by Yat Malmgren and John Blatchley at Central School (and later at the Drama Centre) – an exotic feather in my cap that I’d stolen from a girlfriend at the school. Vacations were spent on the road – squatting in semi-derelict houses to play Ibsen, Cocteau and Beckett at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, battling with the Lord Chamberlain to premiere Henry Miller’s only play, and appearing as Malcolm in a touring production of Macbeth directed by Trevor Nunn, the last show to be seen at the Empire Theatre in Newcastle before it was demolished in 1963. The Empire had been a music hall for most of its life; as was the way then, a pianist was on permanent call to play interval music, and opted for ‘Loch Lomond’ as we were doing a Scottish play. All this self-conscious blooding by means of touring and fit-up was unusual then either for university or drama-school students; now it has an echo, for example, at the Bristol Old Vic School, who send their second-years out on split-week tours all over the country in a van, achieving much the same thing – a taste of the grim realities, the fatigue and the mutual dependency.


Having to fight for what we wanted certainly sharpened our intent. Most undergraduate actors got poor but adequate degrees and few have become theorists. I appeared in some thirty productions in my three years, unguided by any professional hand but gaining a precocious knowledge of the ups and downs of live performance: the drying, the unpredicted laughs, the nightly highs and lows. No new university term seemed ready to start unless I had two productions scheduled within it: I felt as if I was in rep and probably referred to being ‘out of work’ if they weren’t in place. And by the end I had a job to go to, graduating on a Friday and starting on the Monday (again) at the very bottom of the Royal Shakespeare Company’s pack of supernumeraries – a far bigger crowd than it is now.


One of the performances that had knocked my socks off as a twelve-year-old was John Neville’s 1955 Richard II at the Old Vic. Then, as it happened, the Youth Theatre’s Richard II had been my first appearance before a paying public; now, my first as a professional was in the RSC’s production of the same play, and it aggravated my burning desire to play the central part one day – which I’m glad to say I did, in 1988, before graduating to John of Gaunt in the RSC production of twenty-five years later. In 1964 I had no words, just held the orb for David Warner to give away to Eric Porter’s Bolingbroke in his Deposition Scene; and, just as I couldn’t factor the fart and the giggling in the Youth Theatre into my ideals, I was horrified at the RSC when somebody corpsed or pulled a face behind the audience’s back. However, from time to time I used to hear my old Salisbury soliloquy and felt arrogantly encouraged: I thought the present incumbent did it too quickly, which probably tells you more about my performance than his.


Joining the RSC like this was an unorthodox angle of entry into a career. As you’re probably tired of hearing, there was still a flourishing network of regional reps at that time in which to learn your trade – or some tricks of the trade: and my contemporaries were duly fanning out to Salisbury, Manchester, Edinburgh and Birmingham. There they played Shakespeare as well as Ann Jellicoe, Agatha Christie and Oscar Wilde, while I mutely held my spear at Stratford, chalking up my forty weeks as a provisional member of Equity before officially joining its closed shop. Perhaps it wasn’t ideal, but I learned things from watching Ian Holm, Paul Scofield and Peggy Ashcroft that I’ve remembered all my life. All big semi-permanent companies such as the RSC will use beginners in their ranks; the advantage then – and increasingly again now – was that there was a debt of management conscience involved. Not only did we walk-ons have an opportunity to do voice and movement classes and to show our understudy work to all the directors, but there was an autumn season of closed studio projects, also attended by all the directors, in which to strut our stuff – I remember working on The Persians with the legendary Michel Saint-Denis and on Plato’s Dialogues and John Donne’s love poetry. These were all good opportunities to audition after the event, and led to my being asked back to do a second season with well-judged junior casting, good but nothing too onerous.




[image: ]





In our profession there are circularities within circularities, unlikely congruences, examples set and then contradicted; for all that the tribe is diverse and scattered, there are rarely as many as six degrees of separation between any two of us. In 1971, Jatinder Verma was to have less of a good time at the Youth Theatre than I had had ten years earlier: he lasted one day. Born in Tanzania of Indian parents and brought up in Kenya, Jatinder had arrived in England three years before, when he was fourteen: he was part of the first wave of Asian immigrants to be given British citizenship (this, by the way, being one of only three laws in Parliamentary history to be passed within one week). He was just in time for Enoch Powell’s ‘rivers of blood’ speech in April; he took in the death of Martin Luther King the same month, the Paris évènements the next, Bobby Kennedy’s death the next after that, and the Czech uprising in August. The baptism was energising, but the racism he increasingly encountered in London shockingly unexpected; and I can see that he would have swiftly decided that the Youth Theatre’s air of precocious professionalism was a little bit irrelevant to him. So he quit and formed his own company in Tooting and put on The Sacrifice by Rabindranath Tagore, the Calcutta-born poet and artist who’d been the first non-European to win the Nobel Prize in Literature. The play deals vividly with the cruelty of inherited superstitions: a traditional father’s religious bigotry causes his son to kill himself when his beloved’s pet goat is chosen for ritual sacrifice.


Then, in 1976, seventeen-year-old Gurdip Singh Chaggar was murdered in Southall, London, by racist thugs. The National Front leader, John Kingsley Read, declared, ‘One down, one million to go,’ but was acquitted of inciting racial hatred, the judge observing that ‘In this England of ours, we are allowed to have our own view still, thank goodness.’ An era of Paki-bashing followed as surely as darkest night follows day. For Jatinder, now graduating from York University, this was enough: almost as abruptly as he’d quit the Youth Theatre, he launched Tara Arts – at twenty-one, the same age, as it happens, that I was sitting down to learn my treasured first few lines of Shakespeare at Stratford.
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In the year that I did so, 1964 – the Year of the Dragon – David K. S. Tse was born in Hong Kong. He and his family moved to England when he was six and settled in Leominster; when he was old enough he worked with them in their Chinese takeaway.


David’s passionate eloquence and courtesy now seem to me simultaneously Chinese and English. His mother spoke no English and his father only a little, but having arrived here so young, David became more familiar with the new language than with Chinese, which he found increasingly difficult to use for want of practice with his own generation. As a result he lacked the vocabulary to communicate deeply with his parents – unlike his older siblings whose Chinese was more secure.


On the other hand he won a scholarship to boarding school, and became a Christian, largely as a defence against racial bullying by the other pupils. As a good Confucian child as well, wanting to please his hard-worked parents, he got nine A grades at O-level (which of course aggravated the bullying). He didn’t tell them about the racism in case they worried – and in fact it was only a continuation of what he’d experienced in the takeaway at the weekends. But also at boarding school, he found – as I did – a father figure in his English teacher, ‘a salt-of-the-earth Christian gentleman’, who introduced him to Shakespeare and cast him in school plays. Simultaneously, his knowledge of East Asian culture was rapidly growing: clearly, his need to understand and be affirmed by that side of himself was running in tandem with a developing instinct for a life in the British theatre.


At this point his story pleasantly converges with mine: he moved to the Perse School for Boys in Cambridge – the city of my birth as it happens (my mother had attended the Perse School for Girls). David’s ‘tiger mother’ was bitterly opposed to his idea of going to drama school – surely a waste of the money they’d spent on him; and he deferred to the extent of taking a law degree at Southampton University. This is exactly what my father would have preferred for me; I did oblige him by going to university, but read English. David’s law grades tailed off progressively as the theatre took over, but he learned much about life and developed a taste for political campaigning. At twenty-one, his parents’ typical immigrant ambitions for him in accountancy, medicine or the law finally thrown off, he began to train as an actor at Rose Bruford College. As we shall see later, he has not only succeeded as a director and writer as well, but, like Jatinder, has represented something more in his dedication to the interests of Asian actors here. Both men, whether they intended it or not, have been driven by something other than simply shaping a career for themselves.
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Over to the west and nearly a generation later, Annie Hemingway is playing Prospero at the all-girls Royal High School in Bath, the city where she’s grown up. The production is set in space; and rather than John Gielgud’s tatty magic cloak she’s wearing a silver babygro topped off with mad hair as she summons up the ‘elves of hills, brooks, standing lakes and groves’ – who are on roller skates. It is a serious, and, she says, seriously loud, performance of which a highlight is a stentorian ‘and deeper than did ever plummet sound, I’ll drown my book’.


She’s fourteen, and this is the second stage of a theatrical coup de foudre – as touching and unexpected as such a thing can be – after her performance as Electra on a summer-school course: the same age, in fact, at which I first got a part at school, the English Chaplain in Saint Joan, and barnstormed him to within an inch of his life. After Prospero, she’ll do Celia in As You Like It with Bath Young People’s Theatre, finding it to be as good a part as Rosalind. Her die pretty much cast, she then starts looking into drama schools, particularly RADA, who in due course, together with two others, offer her a place. She chooses RADA not so much because of the quality of the teaching, of which she can’t yet be sure, but because it is, after all, RADA: you can feel history in its corridors and see quotes from famous alumni on the walls. She is impressed, but she also feels ready.


Annie is a courageous, funny and inventive actress, an eccentric who perhaps doesn’t believe how attractive she is. While she was pondering RADA, Gwilym Lee was leaving school in Birmingham and, instead of thinking about drama school or even the Youth Theatre, was preparing to come down west to Cardiff University. He had been supported in his decision to go on to higher education by his parents, who were both doctors and to whom he was very close. He’d been quite academic as a teenager and, unlike me, still saw acting as a hobby; but he’d loved being in his school drama group and playing in Animal Ark on TV when he was fourteen; even more perhaps being let out of school to play the young Prince of Wales in Richard III for the RSC for its entire run in Stratford and on a UK tour.


His choice of a relatively academic course at university – rather than Drama or Theatre Studies – seems almost perverse for someone interested in an acting career; but it rings a bell with me, as does much of Gwilym’s trajectory thus far. When I went up to Cambridge, drama courses hadn’t been thought of, so English was the canniest choice given the ambitions I had in mind: it was obviously a related subject but also a soft ticket. Gwilym, with more choice but also no doubt more honourable intentions, was starting from the same point, moving towards a 2:1 in English (same as me). He also found time to play, as I had, Biff in Death of a Salesman. He is in many ways a classical leading man of a type you don’t often see nowadays – you might call my first Richard II, John Neville, the prototype: he is open-faced, six-foot plus, very engaging, with beautifully defined features – and a Celt, guaranteeing the fires within.


At RADA Annie, like Gwilym (who went to the Guildhall School after university) learned fencing, period dance and how to do a good technical laugh at the age when I was planning budgets for the Marlowe Society. What they didn’t get, as I did, was experience in front of an audience every month or two, since it was only in the third year that students were unleashed in a public show. On the other hand, by that time Annie in particular was used to working with visiting professional directors and getting the hang of the differences between them – the bullies and the teasers and the gentle ones, and the depressing ones who are determined not so much to help the students as to use them as guinea pigs to explore a play they hope one day to direct with professionals.


I met her in 2011 on a production of Eduardo de Filippo’s The Syndicate (Il Sindaco del Rione Sanità). One day she was briefly and publicly lambasted by the rightly irritated director, who was being driven crazy by her gossiping (she says now she was discussing her character) in the corner of the rehearsal room while Ian McKellen, Oliver Cotton and I were running a scene. Her handling of the public humiliation was exemplary – an apology to the company but no grovelling, and on with the work. At her stage I would have taken days or maybe weeks to recover; but she understood the directorial outburst in a way that I wouldn’t have known how. This psychological alertness was, I would say, one of the major advantages of her training.


As it happens Gavin Fowler, her co-gossiper (and he believes that gossiping, neither more nor less, was what they were doing), was also carpeted. It was bad luck: we’ve all been caught out at some time or another chatting in the corner of a rehearsal room. He is the most dedicated and gifted of young actors, partly Maltese, a performer to the tips of his toes and his fingers’ ends, whose greatest fear is falseness. His effect on The Syndicate was to make McKellen, Cotton and myself into a clutch of granddads, cooing over him as if we’d invented him, with the absolute approval that two generations’ distance (grandparents) rather than one (parents) might allow. This was partly because of his talent, partly because his ninety-six-year-old great-grandmother Guinevere Cross had worked with Ivor Novello, and partly because he seemed careless of every consideration except acting; he lived at that time in a shed at the bottom of Angela Pleasance’s garden and generally looked as if he’d just got out of bed.


He especially endeared himself to me on The Syndicate by having the same response to de Filippo’s world as I had had when I’d first done a play of his (Filumena) a few years earlier: on securing the part Gavin had straight away gone to Naples and traipsed around its mean streets for a week, getting to know every alleyway mentioned in the play. The local names are profusely sprinkled through it like a celebration, the purely musical thing Shakespeare sometimes does with dukedoms or myths: de Filippo normally wrote only about a small network of neighbourhoods as well known to his audience as to him and his characters. Now Gavin, like me, knew them too, and we had esoteric discussions. We also understood that the Neapolitans’ shift out of standard Italian into their own dialect was, if it meant anything at all, a defensive mechanism to assert themselves as a great family and remain incomprehensible to northerners. It has nothing whatever to do with class, as English productions of this writer, anxious to reinterpret the play in British terms, tend to assume. We both also grasped that one of the very worst things that could happen to a Neapolitan, as bad for the moment as being betrayed by his wife, was the lack of breakfast coffee in the house – a scene of such awesome consequences that in Filumena it is set up rather as Shakespeare prepares for the Ghost in Hamlet:




LUCIA: Donna Rosalia hasn’t made fresh coffee.


ALFREDO: Couldn’t you?


LUCIA: Me, make coffee?


ALFREDO: Can’t you make coffee? … I’ve got to have coffee. I tell you what we’ll do. Take half of Don Domenico’s coffee out of his cup, give it to me, and fill up his coffee with water.


LUCIA (with a shudder): But what if he finds out?





The Syndicate was Gavin’s second job: on his first he’d been criticised by the other actors and director for being – wait for it – too serious. But like Annie’s, his perception of directors was ahead of his years, and he was as dignified under pressure as she was. At his age, apart from the Marlowe Society budgets, I’d known only the extreme intellectual claustrophobia of Cambridge, in which the blind had generally been led by at best the partially sighted. I by no means had the wisdom to assess a director’s professional idiosyncrasies.
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Annie Hemingway has still predominantly done theatre and regrets having been persuaded by her then agent to turn down Duckling in Our Country’s Good at the Watermill in Newbury for TV work that never materialised. After The Syndicate Gavin Fowler was with the RSC in no time. Gwilym Lee was immediately cast after leaving Guildhall as the Messenger and understudy for Ralph Fiennes as Oedipus at the National Theatre, and has since played many of the same younger parts as I did – Edgar in King Lear, Leonidik in The Promise and Laertes in Hamlet (also at twenty-six, also on Broadway). My own half-century’s work is certainly more noticeable for theatre than film – though a brief (and in my view very poor) week on Star Wars has given me a spurious something and some strange encounters at stage doors as I limp out after playing some classic and am met by George Lucas fans.


It’s obvious that all six of us, Jatinder and David included, have in common an instinctive preference for the theatre; and I should say that the four other actors are of the same standard as I was at that age, though they’re not all getting as much work as I did. Nowadays, when senior figures in the industry are quoted as saying that young actors don’t have the interest in or talent for the theatre that we had, they should, most emphatically, zip up, or show more class. I once took part in a day-long seminar at the National Theatre on the subject of the survival of the classics; it was chaired by Trevor Nunn, Peter Hall and Adrian Noble. It was all fairly predictable: a number of middle-aged performers like me – but I must say not including me – got up and murmured in a melancholy way about a great lost tradition, the history of the Shakespearian ensemble and so on, and how it had all gone to pot. This sentimental threnody was too much for the understudies of the current NT Antony and Cleopatra, and a number of them got to their feet as furiously as if they were at Prime Minister’s Questions. They were overcome, they said, to see these three great directors, let alone the famous actors, all in the same room; they wanted nothing more than to be part of that community, but the constriction of the industry in the Thatcher years had led to their getting fewer and fewer opportunities to do the classics – and in any case, were the big companies really doing their part in nurturing young classical talent as they traditionally had done? It was extremely heartening, and an invitation to the elders not to waffle.


The fact is that the same proportion of talent and willingness is flowing into the profession as it ever did. Likewise all that’s certain in any career is that nothing is certain: however, things usually steady themselves in the end, assuming you’re some good, whatever shape the first few years take. It’s nowadays faintly absurd to sit down and plan a career along the old lines – the theatre debut, then the TV and film, then a triumphant return to the theatre: most people, unless they have an exceptional following wind, are simply glad to get a job and then another one. But the chances of stage experience for today’s graduates do shrink further if they fall into the hands of a certain kind of agent, with disproportionate power and not enough scruple, who may have grabbed at them after their final show at drama school. He or she may have advised them to look askance at the theatre and to wait for a Casualty, an EastEnders or a Coronation Street, as constituting their real ‘break’. A couple of years ago I was involved in the casting of Ibsen’s The Master Builder in a major revival: it was important to find the right young actress to play Hilde Wangel opposite me. We saw many within their first couple of years out of school but, casting being what it is, we went in a great looping circle before ending up, mercifully, with the experienced actress we should have had in the first place. Meanwhile the agents of the young graduates we enquired about with a view to playing what may be, apart from Juliet, the best part in the classical repertoire for a young actress, withheld their interest, as their client was ‘planning to do television’. Sometimes the planned offer was not yet in place, so they were turning down something for nothing. I ran into several of these young performers later: they hadn’t got any TV work after all and regretted the choice. Or they’d got one TV job but not a second.


What’s dispiriting about such tales is that young clients may well be in awe of and feel dependent on the agent, and are therefore persuaded to make entirely mercenary decisions if the opportunity comes up. Such agents are like the bad guardians of orphans in Charles Dickens’ stories. Experience in the theatre is a reliable qualification for good screen acting, not the other way round: and I know of very few young actors who go through training with the express intention of ignoring the theatre altogether. They all see it at the least as a means to an end, and some as much more than that.


There are exceptions of course, and as always, they prove the rule. Daniel Radcliffe was picked up by film at an early age, and has recently, with the authority of that, made a determined move into the theatre. His success in Equus and The Cripple of Inishmaan has been met by a certain snobbish surprise among critics that he should have turned out to be good. Why shouldn’t he be good? Is it a small thing to play Harry Potter well? Or My Boy Jack? The point is that he was always a good actor, whatever he was doing, and his career path is not in itself a model for anything except the intelligent use of fame. Even an actor as stellar as David Tennant was, on the occasion of his casting as Hamlet by the RSC, assumed by an ignorant elder to be just ‘that man from television’ because of Doctor Who – despite an earlier CV which included the RSC, Royal Exchange, Donmar and the National Theatre.


However, things being as they are for most graduates, what is the Holy Grail these agents are holding out for? For my generation it would have meant feature films, or maybe a multitude of good, cheaply shot – or even live – original plays on TV. For you, dear reader, it’s a Soap or a series, almost never a single play. In any event, you need to be prepared. Some drama schools teach screen technique, and some don’t: Arts Educational spend fifty per cent of their students’ time in this way, the more traditional schools much less. But one class a week is not enough to get you ready for this new industry. Some colleges go no further than a TV Cold Reading Class in which you’re handed the script and required to learn it and get through it – in a hurry, as if shooting a Soap. And a Soap may indeed be your first job, fallen upon like gold by your agent, who will tell you that Holby City is for you what a classy rep would once have been for me. So let’s start there.






















PART ONE – The Screen























1 Television Now


Trust Me, I’m a Doctor – The Continuing Drama of the Soaps – The Guest’s Tale – The Regular’s Tale – The Director’s Tale





The consultant surgeon looked at his notes and then, doubtfully, at me. Having just recovered from a bad asthma attack, I was wired up to an electrocardiogram and had a nebuliser over my mouth and nose. Then he looked over to the junior doctor on the other side of the bed – a handsome devil, with not so many scars in the service. Rather surprisingly in front of the patient, the consultant declared my atrial peptide rather low, seeming to expect the handsome devil to agree; but all he got was a quizzical glance. I looked from one to the other from my helpless position and momentarily wondered if there was some long-standing disharmony between them, and what that might mean for my survival.


The consultant turned to the attending nurse, who expressed the view that the peptide was about average. Then, not having got the confirmation he wanted from two people he regarded as juniors, he snapped his clipboard and stormed out of the ward. God, I thought, the tension for overworked doctors in these teaching hospitals. What is happening to the NHS?


However I wasn’t in a hospital, I was at Elstree. In front of me was a camera, a sound operator, and the usual array of faces, as many as twenty, typical of a busy television studio. The disagreeing nurse was in fact the only medical professional there – she was the adviser hired to check the script and be on the set all day to authenticate the procedures. The junior doctor and the surgeon were actors and the latter was really questioning the medical accuracy of the script; the junior doctor didn’t want to get out of line, and the surgeon was then being put straight by the one person present who should know what a peptide reading might be. He was upset. After three years as a regular on the show, he had, in his own eyes, become an expert himself; the way he looked across the bed over his spectacles was, by now, to the manner born. He also assumed that the actor playing his junior would share his self-confidence and likewise defy the nurse: hence his disappointment that the younger man felt he wasn’t qualified to question her professional judgement. I was reminded that Richard Chamberlain, having starred for years as the glamorous Dr Kildare on television in the 1960s, went on to do a commercial for a drug company. In it he declared that since he’d played a doctor on TV, we should trust him and buy the product. Such are the penalties and profits of the Continuing Drama – the Soap Opera to you and me.


All this was happening when I was doing a guest spot as a patient in Holby City. And such a job may prove an important one for you. Holby produces fifty one-hour programmes a year – a staggering turnover: in fact, the one thing the actors around me had in common with the doctors they were portraying was overwork. And as for the consultant’s self-delusion, perhaps it’s not surprising: when you arrive at Elstree Studios, even for a day or two, you think you’ve come to a hospital, so studded is it with authentic-looking NHS signs directing you to Reception, A&E, Outpatients and Theatres – after a year or so, you might well need a reality check.


The whole annual operation, pardon the pun, is only possible by having two separate units working at once, each doing two one-hour episodes in four five-day weeks. You see the arithmetic. It boils down, for each unit, to six minutes of completed and edited film each day: a feature film, on the other hand, might achieve three minutes. As a result, the lighting tends to be a bit flat and generalised, but the lightweight video cameras can move from one set-up to the next very fast and be shooting again a matter of minutes after completing the previous one. This is instead of the couple of hours that a feature film, with its higher standards of cinematography, might need to turn itself around.


The fellow playing the tactful junior doctor later told me that he’d been out of work for six years since leaving drama school and had been reduced to making a DVD of himself tap-dancing (the one part of his training he’d enjoyed): he’d made ninety copies and circulated them. As an unexpected result he’s now a Holby City regular, on, I should guess, £100,000 a year, though I doubt if he tap-dances very much; so it’s certainly a lucky break for the agent. And he’s a good actor. He can speak well, he processes thought, his lines come from a lifelike centre. So why wasn’t he working all that earlier time? It’s the unanswerable question that sits crouched in every actor’s thalamus. If the answer were to come back, it would be another question: why should any one of us expect to get a job, ever?


Soap Operas have a noble history. They’re so called because when they were launched, on American radio in the 1930s – Young Doctor Malone, Just Plain Bill – they were sponsored by detergent manufacturers. Here in Blighty in 1948, Mrs Dale’s Diary embarked on a twenty-one-year career on the BBC Light Programme (now Radio 2) – one fifteen-minute episode in the afternoon, to be repeated the next morning, five thousand of them. Each episode was prefaced by Mrs Dale, the wife of a Middlesex GP, confiding to her diary that she was ‘rather worried about Jim’. Two years later the series was joined by ‘an everyday story of country folk’, The Archers, which at its height was heard regularly by sixty per cent of British adults, and is of course still running, now billed as a ‘contemporary drama in a rural setting’.


The emphasis of UK Soaps was from the start quite distinct from that of their US counterparts, and more educational: Mrs Dale answered a need in the still-young NHS to get us to understand the lives of hard-working doctors, just as The Archers was originally backed by the Ministry of Agriculture as a way of bringing information to farmers to help increase productivity after the war. Mrs Dale is easy enough to mock, but it was originally co-authored by Ted Willis, en route to Dixon of Dock Green and greater things beyond; and for its time it was surprisingly unafraid. At one point Mrs Dale caused a man’s death by careless driving, and a heart attack forced Dr Dale to retire from practice, so she had been right to be rather worried. One of her children got measles – twice, the writers having forgotten about the first time: listeners complained in their thousands. Another time Derek Nimmo played an artist who tried to hire a neighbour’s Scandinavian maid as a nude model, and – astonishingly – a sympathetic gay character was introduced, long before the legalisation of homosexuality in 1967. The whiff of real scandal produced by the 1963 sacking of the actress Ellis Powell from the central role, to be replaced by Jessie Matthews, oxygenated Frank Marcus’s play and film The Killing of Sister George, which featured an actress who loses her part in a long-running serial. (For a reassuring Soap Opera, The Dales – as it now was – had quite a touch of melodrama in its making: you could have written another play about the Jessie Matthews era because of the erratic behaviour of one of its stars, which precipitated a nervous breakdown in a director baffled at being continually accused of conspiring to assassinate the Queen.)


By the 1950s, Soaps had crossed over to television, again with rather separate emphases in the US and Britain – put simply, consumerism was the preoccupation there and the life of the working class here. Coronation Street began on Granada TV in 1960, initially for just six episodes; fifty-four years later, it is one of the longest-running television programmes in the world.


If you think of the glossy escapism of Dallas, the history of British Soaps is tough, proud and vigorous. Brookside has gone, but Emmerdale is a ripe forty-year-old, EastEnders is approaching thirty, with Casualty, the grand old man of medical emergency shows, a couple of years behind. Australian Soaps like Neighbours and Home and Away were so popular with young viewers that they provoked our very successful Hollyoaks (nearly twenty years old). These shows share some defining features but they differ in manner, audience and filming technique. As an actor, whether or not a stretch as a regular appeals to you as a way of making a living and an impression depends on your circumstances: a longish run is either something to be avoided at all costs or very welcome. You’ll earn money (though the rates have flattened out a bit in the last ten years) and you might achieve something between fame and notoriety, high future employability or none at all. But above all don’t despise them: you might, as I do, draw the line (so far) at daytime Soaps but be happy to do Coronation Street or Holby City. The Continuing Drama may not be Mecca but it’s a remarkable fact of life and a short stretch on one of them can do no harm at all.


The Guest’s Tale


For your Corrie audition you’ll have to go to Manchester, probably paying your own fare, just as, if you live in Manchester, you have to pay to come to London to audition for Holby. Try not to feel the expense too keenly, even though you may have also spent money on clothes to look dead right and on childcare for the day. You’ve learned the ‘sides’ (pages) you’re going to perform: older actors don’t seem to be required to do that, perhaps as an acknowledgement that they remember less brutal days, but you’ve never known anything else, so you have to. You walk into the room feeling an interrogatory glare of light scanning your face, body and voice, even if the lights aren’t on.


You’ve read the script and you didn’t think much of it. Still, you’ve come to the audition, which you must do with the same enthusiasm as me meeting Robert De Niro. Apropos of which, who indeed do you think you’re talkin’ to? The figure sitting opposite you probably has an imaginary ideal for the character, but might be flexible: your confidence, the truthfulness of your reading and your ability to take notes may cause a little rethink – though since you don’t know what was being imagined in the first place, that’s beyond your control. If you do have an idea, try and demonstrate it in the reading rather than talking theoretically about it in advance.


As one of the themes of this book may be Understanding your Director, let me tell you what will play well and what will piss him or her off. The one thing you should at no point do, not even hint at doing, is hold the script at metaphorical arm’s length. The very fact that a Soap is not high art is irrelevant: the people making it are proud of what they can achieve in what, as we shall see, are very difficult circumstances. If you’re going to be dismissive, or say the character or plot doesn’t seem logical, you might as well go home immediately – where your agent will shortly call and upbraid you, having heard from the casting director that your attitude was all wrong. Well, obviously – it’s not a good idea to knock the script about when you’re auditioning for a stage play either – but it does happen: I have a friend who’s been directing EastEnders for a dozen years off and on, and he tells me the best reason for keeping an audition short is even the slightest whiff of patronage coming across the table at him. He also acknowledges this is a rather intemperate reaction, but I can see why. He may not think so much of the script either, but he’s in the middle of the fourth or fifth, and toughest, week of an eight-week contract which culminates in shooting a four-episode block which will end up as one week’s viewing. So he deserves your respect.


Ten minutes later, you’re catching the train, trying not to run it all over again in your mind. This time, however, you get the part.


On the day, there may be a douse of cold water even before you arrive. Unlike for the most routine one-off TV productions nowadays, there will have been no car to pick you up from home; on most Soaps, unless you’re called before the Tube starts running, you walk to work or catch the first train. (The exception to this depressing rule is Emmerdale, in Leeds, who give you transport to the studio and also help you find somewhere to stay in good time.)


Once arrived – this is based on a few weeks I once did on The Bill; the programme is long finished but the model will serve – you may have to evade the amateur photographers at the studio gate who, unbelievably, are there at 6.30 a.m. looking for some famous-ish face to snap; then go through Security, where thirty grams of useless plastic is clipped on to your lapel for identification: it will probably end up in your pocket, as a feeble gesture of individuality. On this first day, you’ll need time to work out roughly where Wardrobe and Make-Up are, since there may be nobody about with the leisure to tell you. The corridors are alive with a general rush of people who know where they’re going; many carry rapidly dissolving paper plates of baked beans, toast and eggs, their plastic forks snapping, and Radio 1 blasts out from behind forbiddingly closed doors. Feeling very much back in the recurring dream of your first day at school, you eventually find Make-Up, which looks less like a salon than a small hangar or very large Barber’s Shop. Nobody says anything much.


A peremptory order comes over the PA system: ‘Orange Unit leaving twenty-five minutes’. Are you Orange? Or Green, or Blue? You look at your script, which is in a universal Pink. You approach someone tentatively: ‘It’s my first day – which Unit am I on?’ Somehow, they know. A girl who may or may not seem happy in her work will wash and cut your hair, thus taking a decision about the part that you might have thought was yours or the director’s to take. This is more an initiation, like a young man getting a Pudding Basin cut on joining the army. You may spot one or two of the Regulars here, eating or shaving, and so see a chance to solve the acting problem you’ve been feeling for some weeks: your character’s ABC. In the sequence of scripts, of which you only have some, what is your relationship with him? In Scene 93, are you guilty and hiding something, and does he realise you are? This is a question that literally has no answer: the episode that settles the matter, Number 96, may not yet be written, or cleared by the Story Editor, let alone released to the actors, even to you, the one person who really ought to know.


You approach your Regular to see if he can illuminate you; as he catches your eye, you see for the first time a typical glaze of panic. This is because most days he will be going to and fro between all three varicoloured units, shooting scenes from three different storylines, all out of sequence with themselves. He may not, offhand, even recognise the name of your character: apart from a general idea of who’s on his side and who isn’t, he may not have much clue where he is in which story. He’s like an engine programmed to navigate by predetermined rules, but of course timings are fallible: when she was an actress, my agent Lesley Duff once played an emotional scene with a cardboard box since the other actor, a regular, had gone to another schedule. However, somebody had drawn his face on it to help her along.


The next question is how to get into costume, as there may be no sign of any dressing rooms of even the most general kind. The wardrobe department may be doubling as an office: you dress off a rail and leave your civilian clothes on someone’s desk. Eventually the Costume Supervisor comes in; like most of the workforce, she is friendly enough but says that when you’re changed she must throw you out and lock the door. Where are you to go? Into the foyer, of course, to the sofas in Reception, to watch the human traffic. You feel only marginally more at home than when you came in.


On The Bill, I guested as a paedophile judge – this was the year after the Soham murders, so there were many such storylines. I was warned that the gullibility of the public is such that, given the character, I would myself be attacked on buses after the show went out, but I haven’t been yet. I remember odd events tumbling over each other: for my first shot I was put in charge of an expensive Jaguar automatic, which was a surprise as I’d been told the day before that I had to do a driving assessment before being allowed near the vehicles (this to protect them of course, not me) and that had only been booked for later in the week.


Whether your experience on any Soap of being a Guest, featured or not, is nice or not largely depends on how much film has to be shot in a day to keep up with a schedule which is mercilessly worked out in terms of economy, not art. Or rather, its impact on the human organisms around you: the more naked the priorities, the greater the pressure and the more provisional the smiles on every face. To the director and regular actors, the newcomer must seem almost like a dilettante.


Still, once started, you may get a pleasant surprise. In a way it’s refreshing to work so fast – no final make-up checks, little sense of where the camera might be hiding, not much strict continuity. The one thing everyone will have warned you of is that you’ll get no rehearsal and will need to be ready to shoot first time. Actually this is unusual: the day’s turnover is fast not because of lack of rehearsal so much as because camera angles can be so rapidly changed. You may well rehearse a couple of times, and then do half a dozen takes, largely because lighting are unhappy – which is hilarious, since lighting is what sends most of these shows down into their boots, just as the quality of the actors and of the directors (sometimes old hands from the glory days of BBC drama, eking out in later life) sometimes raises them to respectability. Still, there’s something Heath Robinson about it all: a take may be aborted because there’s a light visible in the shot; this is followed by a discussion, and then a second take is likewise aborted because the light hasn’t been moved since the first one. A regular playing a Bill copper gave me my cues from off camera while continuing his breakfast. He had clearly developed a point of view on the directors passing through: when asked if he could get from his place in the court to the prosecutor’s desk more quickly he said yes, if he did a pole vault. This was a mildly aspiring version of the kind of Celebrity Behaviour you might meet on a show like EastEnders. These, after all, are people about whose personal lives fresh newspaper cuttings are pinned on the Green Room noticeboard every day, and about whose storyline on the show website spoilers are always in circulation.


As always, a slightly inhuman situation is often rendered OK by the people working in it. Your Regular, if he senses you have a theatre background, may strike up a helpful conversation between takes about Harold Pinter or Tennessee Williams, as if he were discharging a debt of honour. His implicit message is that he was once a stage actor, maybe RSC even, and would love to get back to it. Of course he’s in the perfect position to do so, as even that august institution tends to look favourably on TV stars when casting their next Shakespeare. But somehow the years have gone by and he just hasn’t. And the money – he raises his eyebrows apologetically. Well, at least he’s talking to you.


I also found that the schedulers, those creators of robots, are not robotic at all. After my first day – within minutes, in fact, of shooting my first scene – I had a call from my agent with a very much better TV offer starting in a week’s time and ending before I was to finish my stretch on The Bill: a direct clash. I cursed myself for having got into all this, for ignoring the actor’s instinct when offered a job – sometimes deluded, but often surprisingly accurate – that something better might turn up. That first scene was now recorded, so I was committed. I went to the schedulers and begged them to crunch the dates and release me for the crucial period of the new job: the quite junior girl there did so and made both of them possible. I blessed her and still do: schedulers know there may be more attractive addresses than theirs, and just as most technicians have a statutory clause about work enhancement, they feel that actors implicitly do as well as long as it’s physically possible.


Enough. It was easy to laugh at The Bill – real policemen certainly did – but as a public utility it served its turn, fulfilling an important function by introducing young audiences to vexatious subjects, without, at that early time before the evening watershed, exposing them to anything prurient. The subject might be delicate, but you wouldn’t see anything bad: and there the issue was, aired, keeping parents alert and ready with their answers.


One moment in the programme’s history provides a good example of the changing zeitgeist and may be typical of the Continuing Drama form – a decision in response to ratings which contained the seeds of its own destruction. Within three months in 2002 The Bill’s ratings slid from ten million to six, and its advertising revenue with it of course. When I was on it in 2003 the producer Paul Marquess had just come over from Coronation Street with a plan to adopt a serial format and add a romantic element to what had been simply a police series. Many characters were summarily burned in a dramatic fire, and the rest suddenly got a love interest. Being a copper was not enough: you had to have an exhausting sex life as well. The stage directions in the scripts that I worked on (which shouldn’t really be in my possession still since a paranoid fear of press leaks dictated that you shredded them at the end of a day’s work) drip with male wish-fulfilment:







she feels the glow of their night together … she’s sick with love for a man she can’t have … she is aching … Cathy’s heart is broken … Cathy & Brandon are playful with regard last night’s loving … Phil is aware that Cathy’s ‘had some’.





Hard behind the fantasy comes the moralising. The cops confront the dead junkie:




How can they do it to themselves … what a waste of a young life … gunned down needlessly in a drug war … not a pretty sight …





Then, forever impenetrably:




Jen gets nowhere with Keith so Eva plays hardball and gets a lead …





It was clear enough: the interesting matter of being a law-enforcement officer was making way for nightly sexual cliffhangers. PC Kerry Young was given a sensational private life – she married a gay man, had a miscarriage and accused someone falsely of date-raping her, only to be raped in revenge by him. It was rather a questionable method of grappling with the ratings – a failure of nerve really – but more women began to watch: the figures were pretty soon back up to eight million and in 2005 they edged ahead of Coronation Street to eleven million. All the same, I wouldn’t want cops like those to see my grandchildren across the road.


The Regular’s Tale


Being a regular on a Soap may feel like working for a corporation. The hours can be 8 a.m. to 7 p.m., with an hour for lunch, then home to learn lines, at which you get prodigiously fast. The overnight break is supposed to be twelve hours, travel time not included, but sometimes you’re asked to run over into it, and it’s difficult to refuse. There may be an Equity deputy but it’s doubtful they’d be listened to: after all Equity is not a closed shop and fairly toothless in this setting. Remember, other departments have less fun than you: Make-Up suffer more from broken breaks, as they have to be ahead of you in the morning and stay later at night; likewise the crew, who start work at 7 a.m.


Be prepared each day, as prepared as the director has to be. Don’t change the script except by prior agreement: writers on TV can be strangely puritanical. You have to find your own character motivation, but once that’s done you’re your own master; if you’re a regular you come to know your character better than the succession of writers do. Make bold choices in your playing, then writers will identify you and develop character-driven storylines for you. In other words, give them ideas.


Be nice. As time goes on and if you can, make friends with the schedulers, who are often helpful, as I found on The Bill. Be friendly on the set too – the directors go on to other things and will remember you. In fact, make yourself agreeable to everyone: bad reports always get back to producers and reputation is everything. If you’re exhausted don’t let on; the schedulers will rest you apparently for reasons of storyline, but in fact worried by personal frailty.


Put up with the Publicity Machine: you’ve bought into a celebrity culture by joining the cast. Theoretically you can control what goes out about you but Upstairs tends to insist: if you turn down the front cover of Loaded, you’ll make no friends. Publicity can be addictive, and actors very competitive for it. It’s important to have a publicity person in attendance at any interview, so there should be some control over the questions and over what could otherwise be horrible photo sessions. In any case there is a Book of Rules on EastEnders – what publicity you can and can’t do. If you’re asked to open a supermarket you’ll need written permission: the perks from it are yours and don’t benefit the producers.


The money on the Soaps is not what it was. Ten years ago on The Bill a regular could work for a couple of years at £1,750 a week plus paid holidays, which could usually be confirmed and therefore booked a comfortable three months ahead. Now, unless he or she is a real six-figure-a-year celebrity, £600 an episode is a good fee, though it doubles when, as in the case of EastEnders or Coronation Street, there’s an omnibus edition at the weekend. (It’s a little difficult to make a direct comparison between a weekly salary and an episode fee because of the multi-scheduling; but for these two figures to match, you would each week have to complete your own contribution to three episodes to make the £1,750 – which is unlikely: in itself a single episode could take two weeks to shoot.) If you’re to be a regular without a particularly high profile, your agent will fight for a guaranteed number of episodes or money in lieu, hoping for fifty rather than twenty-five over six months: but if they overprice you, you won’t be back next year.


On Family Affairs you get paid a weekly wage plus overtime. Holby pays its regulars on an annual basis, so if you’re not in an episode you may be glad of the break and untroubled by it. However, on the others, you’re paid by the episode, so if you’re missed out of one or two Brooksides there is the fear of your character being laid off for a bit and some new one brought in who may become more interesting than yours; your livelihood will be affected, unless your agent has been smart – see above. Panic is built into this culture: as a guest you notice how nervous some of the regulars are about their future – they almost check the ceiling for microphones before confiding in you.


As for Life After Soap, you may feel elation when you leave the bubble, but also disorientation. The chronic dissatisfaction will have been shortage of time, and you may in the end decide to give up the regular money and head for the hills. If you want to leave before you’re pushed, there may be a bit of low-key bullying to stay from the programmers, followed by amiable capitulation. Your working life may never be as consistently busy again (six days a week fifty weeks of the year) or as well paid, but the money you’ve earned will have given you the freedom to experiment a little.


Although one of the few things the public knows about the life of actors is that they can be typecast if they do too many Soaps, that’s less and less true. If you’ve been a character for more than three years, say, there could be a problem; you may temporarily only go up for Essex girls and gangsters’ molls in your bleach-blonde hair and permatan. There was a time when panto, voice-overs and commercials were considered professional death but much of the old snobbery is gone: they’re obviously a benefit after you’ve done a Soap. And there’s a healthy understanding in the industry these days that actors have to earn a living: everyone knows you can go from the National Theatre to Coronation Street, into a movie and then onto the Fringe.


My friend Stephen Boxer, a fine classical actor, can’t speak too highly of spending two years on Doctors, the BBC’s lunchtime soap made in Birmingham – though he points out that when he graduated from drama school in 1971 none of us would have been seen dead in a Soap. But in 2006, when he was doing Strindberg’s most obscure play The Great Highway at the tiny Gate Theatre, he was called up – after a silence of ten weeks between the audition and the offer – to start in ten days’ time as a regular on a year’s contract, which was then extended to two. Doctors produces about twenty minutes material a day (nearly three times as much as Holby) for five days every week in order to generate three complete thirty-minute episodes on the screen. It currently goes out at 1.45 p.m. to an audience of two to three million, and is content with that fairly modest figure – compared to evening Soaps.


Shooting Doctors is like speeded-up feature filming: two cameras producing a master, some two-shots and singles, then moving on fast; you might, as ever, be filming scenes from three different storylines at different stages of the day. (Stephen is unable to confirm a rumour that a regular recently shot scenes from twelve episodes in one day.) A feature-film Director of Photography would have a fit at all this but it’s perfectly acceptable on episodic TV. The only true pressure came towards the end of the week: Stephen says that if you see a scene covered entirely by one master shot, it was probably done at 5 p.m. on Friday, as the clock ticked down to the week’s wrap.


The contrast appealed to him, as all professional contrasts have during his distinguished career. Everything else was predictable in the pleasantest way, especially for a man with two children: not only financially but in terms of guaranteed free weekends and predictable holidays (ten and two weeks a year), to be planned just as ordinary folk do. There were easements: Doctors pays the standard rail fare and they find accommodation in Birmingham (likely at Jury’s Inn, as do Corrie and Emmerdale) though no overnight subsistence or expenses. You might get a meal allowance if you’re a regular.


He found there were appeasements in the studio too: writers writing for you, less general pressure, being on BBC rather than on ITV – and on BBC daytime rather than on BBC evening slots. Once he went on a day trip to Spain to shoot a short sequence on the Costa Brava – so at least he was only on one storyline that day. The technicians were mostly local people of tremendous skill and warmth, proud to be generating the programme in their own city; some had joined the operation as office staff and ended up as script editors. There were football matches between cast and crew every Monday evening, also a relaxed attitude to hours: if you ran over five minutes no one complained as long as five minutes were saved some other time. It was as near to the community of theatre as you could get on television: continuity and lots of work to do, unlike the single TV drama where you might be waiting nine hours a day and working three. Promising young directors, some from documentary, passed through. He became such a quick study that he could learn seven or eight pages of dialogue at home while watching the European Cup through the other half of his bifocals; he took pride in turning in work of quality in such a context.


The remit of Doctors is to reassure: it addresses ordinary people’s preoccupations, and the occasional melodramatic script is very jarring. Compared with the graphic Bodies on BBC3 in which the doctors sometimes shoot up heroin, or with Hugh Laurie’s House, the show is thought a bit anodyne: but Stephen had passionate love scenes on a kitchen table, was kidnapped and beat up a boy who had made his daughter pregnant. Eventually, after two years, he came out of it, nevertheless feeling sensitive, like all regulars everywhere, about how his character would be disposed of. In his case he was sent to the US to live with his daughter. He is occasionally offered the chance to come back and do a few episodes; he does better therefore than a friend who, having spent several episodes in a wheelchair, recovered, leapt out of the chair and was immediately run over by a lorry. This reminded Stephen that it was generally worthwhile being cooperative with your employers.


The Director’s Tale


Max and Tanya step out of their front door, continuing their conversation as they cross Albert Square to the Minute Mart. After a couple of exchanges they’re interrupted by Jack emerging from the Minute Mart with six bags of shopping. He says he’s glad to have run into them: he won’t be able to meet them this evening after all. Right away Tim Mercier, the experienced EastEnders director preparing his shooting sequence, sees a problem: the writer, who may not be familiar with the show’s permanent exterior, has forgotten to check how far the Minute Mart is from Max’s front door. So he goes down to the set while it’s not being used and like a madman walks through the scene as written to see how far the dialogue will take Max and Tanya on their journey to the Mart. The answer is barely halfway, not far enough for Jack to see them at a distance and speak or even hail them. So how is he to avoid fifteen seconds of Max and Tanya walking with nothing to say till they get close to the Minute Mart?


First Solution: begin the action by picking up Max’s and Tanya’s conversation halfway to the shop. The shorter journey will deliver them near enough to the door of the Minute Mart as Jack emerges. Good: this can simply be done on the day of shooting, no change of script so no need to involve the writer. But what if the previous scene (half a page long so about fifteen seconds in length, to be shot on a different day in the shooting schedule) features Max and Tanya walking from their kitchen to their front door and opening it mid-conversation? It’s a time-jump: think again.


Second Solution: start on Jack with his shopping bags further along his journey home so he can collide with Max and Tanya right in the middle of Albert Square. Looks good; and again no need to involve the writer in changes. But what if a little earlier Jack was seen arriving in the Minute Mart and telling Patrick the shopkeeper that he has a great deal of shopping to do so hasn’t time to chat? When he meets Max and Tanya thirty seconds or so later he won’t have had time to do it all.


Third Solution: more drastic. Move the scene between Jack and the shopkeeper to earlier in the episode so that he’s had time to make all his purchases and is now leaving the shop! This is structural, so it does have to be discussed with the writer. Moving scenes within an episode can be tricky as another character’s ‘journey’ from place to place in a parallel story within it might depend on that Minute Mart scene staying where it is.


Another solution: Tim could suggest to the writer that more dialogue be added to the initial scene between Max and Tanya to cover their walk across the square. However, half a page of superfluous additional dialogue is a waste of ‘storytelling real estate’, and unlikely to be popular with anyone: it lengthens the episode, which has to be delivered on the button of between twenty-seven-and-a-half and twenty-eight-and-a-half minutes.


This is the fourth week of Tim’s contract and shooting is still two weeks away. The first thing he inherited a month ago, like the Sinai tablets, was the schedule, devised many weeks before after careful analysis of time and motion. He may achieve a limited reordering of the sequence above, but still on any given day regular characters will be running laterally between three units and storylines, so it is an extremely vulnerable piece of timekeeping. So if, for any number of good reasons, another scene with another director takes longer to film than expected, one of them may arrive with him to shoot an exacting sequence from his script flustered and with only half the allotted time now available. EastEnders can’t blame shortage of shooting time for any failure to deliver the best to a greedy public, who expect half an hour a day, four days a week, fifty-two weeks a year – a hundred and four hours a year down its maw, half as much again as Doctors, and twice as much as Holby.


The mechanics are familiar: Production Team A starts a nine-day shooting schedule for one week’s story; the next Monday, Team B does the same; the Monday after that, Team B continues and Team C starts, while Team A gets ready to start a new story. All three are sharing the permanent EastEnders studio, its interiors and exteriors reassuringly familiar and unchanging. Since two crews can’t work simultaneously on one set (nor can one actor be in two places at once) each crew stays in one for as long as possible, shooting all such scenes from all its scripts, rather than wasting time moving from place to place.


Tim’s input into the shooting schedule when he arrived was inevitably minimal; he simply had to sit down and visualise his shots. He haggled a bit with his Production Manager (who was assigned to two other units at the same time, so wasn’t entirely available to him) to secure special equipment – a camera crane, much loved of the old school of directors, and, for one day, a Steadicam, the marvellous strap-on development of the old handheld camera that seems almost independent of its operator. It was a struggle: reduced budgets mean less complex equipment, as well as pressure to reduce the number of working cameras. He wanted to shoot a scene in the snow but couldn’t secure a snow machine; though if only the writer had specifically asked for it in the original draft script, it would by now have been on its way. For a couple of scenes he felt he needed more shooting time than the schedule allowed – one because it was emotionally taxing, and another a wedding involving a lot of people. He managed to manipulate the schedule to shoot them at the more leisurely beginning of the working day rather than at the very end, when the ticking of the clock is getting very loud indeed and he would have to depend on the traditional talent of most actors to pull something miraculously out of the bag with minimal rehearsal.


At the same time he met with his script editors to bring its first version (printed on pink paper) to its second (blue paper) preparatory to arriving at its final (white). As part of this, the Script Supervisor checked the implications for subsequent episodes of any script changes, so that the narrative information the characters had wouldn’t be altered. There were necessary pow-wows with the more watchful regular actors. And there are certain house rules. Most episodes take place on a single story day, and a character never, as he might in a movie, leaves one scene and then, in a great jump of continuity, walks straight into a new and distant location in the following one. The impression of sufficient ‘real’ time passing to get from one place to another is, perhaps quaintly, a requirement of the form.


And it’s now that Tim breaks off from these speculations to meet you, the hopeful actor, in from some distant city for your audition. Which is why I say again: don’t arrive with criticisms – the script is already an interlocking thing on which much time has been spent. By the time you, hopefully, see Tim again, he’ll have really earned his money, having sat down with some hundred and sixty scenes of the final script to prepare for the cameras in time for filming in Week Six. All his decisions continue to be made between rocks and hard places; a large cast and crew, and demanding executives. I once asked him, if you had an extra week, what would you spend it on? His eyes went dreamy but his answer was simple: to have the final shooting script at the end of Week Three rather than the beginning of Week Four, so that he had just one weekend’s more leisure for detailed camera planning.


Imagine doing all this for the first time. When Tim joined EastEnders, he was given some pungent pragmatic advice by his producer: not to let ‘the best be the enemy of the good’. He’d already prepared thoroughly: he’d trailed the director of the previous episodes to see how this organism (as opposed to those of other Soaps he knew) worked. He carefully introduced himself to the regulars, only to be advised by one of them: ‘Don’t tell me how to act, Tim.’ He thinks this was not unreasonable of the actor (I disagree – he sounds a tosser to me); maybe Tim put one word out of place. At lunch on the first day, after shooting a party scene (always difficult to film – think about it) with a dozen more regulars, he sat in his car, feeling all talent and control draining from him; he almost turned the key in the ignition and drove away.


After lunch he butched up and realised what his power actually consisted of: though this is an engine you can’t stop, you can drop the clutch, and everyone knows that to pause mysteriously for a moment’s thought or a little more rehearsal is a director’s prerogative. And every director knows a big secret: if you don’t feel in control, bluff it out, and by the time you’re found out, you’ll probably have come up with the solution. He has at least to seem capable of answering any question from anyone without rumination: with three different ‘script weeks’ in their heads the regulars are bound to forget where they’re coming from, going to, what’s happened or not yet happened to them. The wardrobe and make-up team have to have all the answers too, or a major change will be missed, and an actor will embarrassingly arrive on set in the wrong clothes or sporting a bruise they haven’t yet received.


As for helping you towards your best performance, shortage of time obviously threatens this desirable end: if as the actor you’re struggling – or, in particular, not proving flexible enough – Tim may just get the camera off you or be brutal in the editing. As a guest you have one advantage. Your scenes will be scheduled tightly for as few days as possible in order to avoid paying you too much: the company, as the cheery saying goes, needs to ‘shoot the shit’ out of you and in the nicest way get you out of the door and off the payroll.




[image: ]





For all this Tim Mercier, like Stephen Boxer with Doctors, pays tribute to the brilliant EastEnders machine. Everyone is determined to deliver the story compellingly and not to let it sink to its lowest artistic denominator, where plot contradicts character and logic. Certainly more time for rehearsal would help the actors cross over from Just Speaking Their Lines to a real performance, and the director to plan a shooting sequence that’s more than just ‘Bat and Ball’ – that is, two-shot / close-up / reverse close-up / back to the two-shot. But with luck and a following wind, actors find the truth and play it passionately once the cameras are rolling; and if this is a drama form close to industrial in its practicality, a good director can make you forget it for the moment. And – a rogue thought – it may be that in such fast-moving, high-volume television as this that doesn’t pretend to be Ken Loach, pressure is not such a bad thing. There’s no time for over-analysis of what may be a frail commodity, but there’s high adrenalin and maximum instinct. Tim has had some of his proudest – and most electrifying – moments watching four cameras trained on a group of actors smoothly doing their stuff on a ten-minute scene as sure-footedly as on a stage. In fact you could argue that EastEnders is a natural, if slightly sanitised, successor to the glory days of The Wednesday Play in the 1970s – the same immediacy, the same topicality, the same empathy with a very large audience. So maybe it is Ken Loach after all.
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