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What the stars of stage, screen and Steps are saying about West End Producer’s book


‘Prepare to be shocked, rocked and mocked in this genuinely laugh-out-loud-funny, lovingly crafted, meticulously researched, spookily insightful and accurately spelled guide to all things thespian. Since reading it, my approach to auditioning, rehearsing and surviving in the West End has dramatically improved.’ Michael Ball


‘Don’t even consider putting your daughter on the stage, Mrs Worthington, until you’ve first consulted this wonderful book.’ Paul O’Grady


‘A deliciously wicked eavesdrop into the side of the business that is kept under wraps. Uber-hilarious and unputdownable.’ Frances Barber


‘Scabrous, scurrilous, hilarious and at the same time informative, perceptive and essential reading for the professional and enthusiast alike. Irresistible.’ Colin Baker


‘Highly amusing, brilliantly blunt, surprisingly informative… Everything you really need to know about theatre.’ Bonnie ‘Three Kills’ Langford


‘In an industry where 99% of your time is spent working out the difference between what is being said and what is actually meant (the other 1% being spent removing pubic hair from between your teeth), it seems that one man – a man of integrity, experience and with nothing to hide – has penned a definitive translation. He handed me my copy with the words, “What you hold in your hand now could well be the making of you.” And although not the first producer to have uttered those words to me, he was the first to say them whilst I was holding a book.’ Rufus Hound


‘Toss off your Stanislavsky, your Meisner and your Strasberg. Slip this into your doublet and hose; it’s all you need to know about this business called show.’ Brendan Coyle


‘To be able to walk, talk and act all at the same time is something I could only dream of. West End Producer has shown me that dreams really can come true.’ Jill Halfpenny




‘If you can stop yourself from laughing at the many wise and pinpoint observations about this crazy business, you will actually find some genuinely good advice for a career in the theatre. Whether you’re a beginner or an old ham like me, there is much to amuse and enlighten.’ David Harewood


‘West End Producer is the Invisible Man of Theatreland. Whether savagely sloshed or nursing hangovers at auditions, his insights are always wickedly funny.’ Reece Shearsmith


‘West End Producer is the naughty little man who dares to tell the truth. If you want to learn about the real life of an actor, this book is for you.’ Melanie C


‘Outspoken, biting, merciless… and I absolutely love it!’ Ruthie Henshall


‘West End Producer is the naughtiest man in theatre. What he doesn’t know about acting isn’t worth knowing.’ Stephen Mear


‘Hilariously honest. It made me cry with laughter!’ Andy Nyman


‘West End Producer has caught the eyes of the whole West End Twitter world. Now that’s talent.’ Kerry Ellis


‘The jazz-hands master of showbiz tweets.’ Susan Penhaligon


‘West End Producer’s words of wisdom have taught me how to walk, talk and act all at the same time.’ Al Murray


‘Without West End Producer I’d never have discovered the “squint your eyes and look intense” look. A crucial part of my performance now.’ Louise Dearman


‘Everything I know about acting I learnt from this book… and a pissed tramp living in the car park under the National Theatre.’ Con O’Neill


‘West End Producer is a fountain of theatrical knowledge. If you want honest, brilliant advice about the business, he’s your man, dear!’ Aled Jones


‘West End Producer taught me that the casting couch is the only way to get a job.’ Ian ‘H’ Watkins











For


My Jean Valjean teddy – who is there for me every night, ensuring I am never ‘On My Own’


and


My dear family – who are a constant source of inspiration, surprise, and unending support











Acting is problem-solving. Directing is helping with the problem. And producing is paying to make the problem look good, dear.
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The Overture


My dears! Welcome to my little book, all about acting, theatre, entertainment, and the business of show. I do hope you enjoy it.


I spend many evenings discussing the theatre, and felt it was about time I wrote all of my thoughts and experiences down. I wanted to write something that reflected how it is to work in theatre and entertainment in the present day. The truth is that the art of acting and showbiz is, sadly, not all glitz, glamour and jazz hands.


A few years ago I was struck with a sense of doom as I worked alongside some people who took their job far too seriously. Acting and entertainment is, of course, a business, and like any business has to be taken seriously. But this business is also about creating joy and entertainment. There is nothing as rewarding as observing a creative company coming together to put on a show. They are a family, a community working towards one shared goal and often for no money. What other profession can make such a claim? And this is what makes theatre so magical: the astonishing combination of energy, enthusiasm and commitment at the heart of everyone working in it.


I hope this book dispels some of the myths and fears about acting, and provides an honest guide to the realities of entertainment in the modern age. There is a lot of fear in the business. People, especially actors, often feel that they can’t voice their true opinions because they don’t want to get a bad reputation. There are whispers in corridors, murmurs in The Ivy, and speculation in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s office, but a lot of what happens in theatre stays in its own little world. I am not attempting to ‘dish the dirt’ on theatre at all – I just want to open the door a little wider.


As you read this book I suggest taking the time to practise your jazz hands and do the odd ball-change in between chapters. It will give you a great sense of theatre wherever you are. And theatre is the one thing we could all do with more of. So come inside, have a read, take from it what you will, and enjoy, dear.


According to Fame, ‘Acting is the hardest profession in the world.’ Personally, I think brain surgery ranks quite high up there as well, dear.
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Stanislavsky called. He said forget about his books – it’s all about tits and teeth, dear.




 


Training


Drama schools are marvellous places. They are filled with eager young performers and talented staff who want to share their wisdom, knowledge and phone numbers. But is it essential for an actor to go to drama school? In my mind, a drama-school training is very important – it provides actors with a solid basis and foundation in all aspects of a performer’s life. They teach everything from walking and talking to singing and shouting – and importantly provide you with useful contacts in the professional world. Of course, I am not saying that to be a successful actor you must go to drama school – there are many marvellous performers who have never stepped foot in one. But it is just a lot tougher to do it that way. Going to a good drama school implies that you have trained to a high standard and can enter and exit the stage without getting an erection.


Auditioning for drama school is a long and arduous process, and requires years of research and development. There are many things to consider; for example, what kind of actor do you want to become? All drama schools offer different specialised courses – ranging from musical theatre, acting, dancing, and reality TV technique. So you need to decide what kind of an actor you want to be. You will find very early on in your career that you are typecast as a certain type of performer straight away. Which is why I suggest that pole-dancing is not your first professional engagement.




There are many types of drama schools. Whilst some are based in lovely big mansion houses in the middle of acres of land, others can be found near brothels in King’s Cross. Of course, this does not mean that one is better than the other – it just means that at one you can expect a more varied and fulfilling personal life. There are currently twenty-one drama schools which belong to Drama UK (formerly the Conference of Drama Schools), and also many others – and the task of deciding which one is right for you can lead to decades of uncertainty, dizziness and celibacy. It is essential you do your research and discover which ones have the best-looking staff, cleanest toilets and cheapest bar. These tiny details will make all the difference in your drama training.


You should also do your research and discover which famous actors and celebrities attended each school. It is always very telling when a school is proud to advertise that they have a recent graduate who is fronting the new Durex advert, or appearing in a nursery school’s tour of Trainspotting.


Most drama schools have the words ‘dramatic’, ‘art’ or ‘academy’ in their title (some are very greedy and have all three). A few have the word ‘Royal’ in them – which simply means that Prince Edward goes there at weekends to work on his drag act. Occasionally you will even find a school that has the word ‘music’ in it. This means that, as well as a couple of hours of drama each week, you also get a few minutes to play the recorder and practise your fingering skills.


Choosing a Drama School


In honesty, if a casting director has two identical CVs in front of them and one actor trained at RADA and one trained at the Louie Spence Academy – the actor who went to RADA would get the job. This rule doesn’t apply if the other actor happens to be sleeping with the casting director, or has a famous parent. Famous parents are very useful for both getting into drama school and finding work in the industry. I have heard countless stories of actors refusing to use their parents’ names and contacts when starting in the industry. This is a mistake. If your parent is famous then they will have lots of contacts – which will inevitably save you years of waking up next to old, smelly directors.


A few years ago I knew an actor who changed his name so he could pretend to be Judi Dench’s son. For some reason everyone presumed he was telling the truth – and as a result he got lots of nice theatre and television work. But eventually someone worked out he wasn’t in actual fact her son – and was forced to revert back to his real name: Lenny Henry. Bless him.


It is also important to consider where the drama school is. A drama school in central London is marvellous as it is easy for agents to come and watch you perform. A drama school in Essex is not so handy – unless you are particularly keen to appear on TOWIE.


Another factor you have to think about is the expense of living in certain areas. For example, RADA is based near lovely Bloomsbury – so accommodation is very expensive. On the other hand, Mountview is based in Wood Green – which is a much cheaper area to live. Although the chances of getting stabbed there are a lot higher, dear.


What is the difference between a one-year and a three-year acting course? About twenty thousand pounds, dear.


There is also the question of whether to do a one-year or a three-year course. Both are full-time courses, and offer a thorough practical training in drama. A one-year course is basically a three-year course condensed into a year, and is aimed at older students, people who have already been to university, and people who can already speak without dribbling. In truth, although a one-year course gives a good training, in the business they are not looked on as highly as a three-year course. You will obviously have a showcase at the end of the year, but far fewer agents and casting directors go to them. This is primarily because agents think that someone who has trained for three years will be better as they have far more experience. However, if you can’t decide between a one-year and a three-year course, some drama schools offer a two-year course. In my mind, though, the more training you can get, the better. Most drama schools charge around nine thousand pounds a year. And on top of this you also have to pay for maintenance, as drama schools tend not to offer student accommodation. Of course, you may be lucky and get a scholarship or a DaDA (Dance and Drama Award), which will help with tuition and maintenance. And then the only thing you have to worry about is beer money, dear.


New acting graduates have a very big advantage over other actors: no reputation.


The Drama-school Audition


There are usually two different types of auditions: private/individual auditions – where you audition on your own for the panel. And group auditions – where a group of auditionees go in together and perform in front of each other. The panel will always consist of drama-school tutors, successful graduates, and a dinner lady.


These days you have to pay a fee to audition for drama schools. These can vary, but are normally about £50 each. The money made from the auditions goes into a savings account for the staff Christmas party. Some people think this is a naughty waste of school funds – but these people obviously have no idea how expensive Stringfellows is.


Because of the expense involved in auditioning, it is vital you choose wisely when considering which schools to apply for. As well as the expense of the audition itself, you have to consider the additional expense of travelling to and from the audition – which you will have to pay for again if you get a recall. It’s all money, money, money before you’ve even got a place! In truth, auditioning for a drama school is like a full-time job, and with the ever-increasing costs the time will come when potential students will need a grant to just cover their audition expenses.


Once you’ve applied, paid and been offered an audition, you just need to prepare for the audition itself. One of the most important things to prepare is your hair. As a general rule, RADA favours floppy hair, Mountview favours short hair, and ArtsEd favours no hair (the smoother the better).


You will usually be asked to prepare both Shakespeare and modern monologues. This is where the confusion begins. Many people believe the word ‘prepare’ simply means reading the speech out loud. It doesn’t. ‘Preparing your speech’ means: reading it, learning it, speaking it, and walking it – ideally at the same time. It’s also a bonus if you understand what you’re talking about (although this is not mandatory).


If you are finding your Shakespeare speech difficult to perform, I suggest working on the ‘iambic pentameter’. The iambic pentameter is something that Peter Hall invented one day as a joke, but actors started taking it seriously. Basically you say ‘de-dum-de-dum-de-dum-de-dum-de-dum’ whenever you don’t understand what Shakespeare has written. Many actors use this method, particularly at the RSC. In fact, there was a famous production of Henry V starring Kenneth Branagh where he said ‘de-dum-de-dum-de-dumde-dum-de-dum’ instead of the actual written lines. It was a roaring success, and in all honesty was the first time I understood what Shakespeare was going on about, dear.


A modern speech doesn’t necessarily have to be from a play based on a housing estate in South London about drugs and gang warfare – although this will help. You can also do speeches from modern texts that have recently been performed at the Royal Court, National Theatre and the Bush. The Bush is a particular favourite of mine for the simple reason that it reminds me of the ‘lady garden’ area. Modern speeches tend to contain swear words – but if you don’t like swearing I suggest substituting them for something more tolerable. Words like ‘rabbit’, ‘sponge’ and ‘knitting’ always go down well.


If you are having difficulty finding a suitable modern speech, I advise the following: a good one will have shouting, crying and a little bit of laughter. It could also involve nudity. Of course, this is not essential – but drama tutors love that sort of thing.


Actors – doing a two-day Shakespeare workshop at RADA doesn’t mean you trained there.


The Musical-theatre Audition


When auditioning for musical-theatre courses you will inevitably be asked to sing a song. I always advise singing a musical-theatre song – although most pieces of modern pop and rock music tend to end up in musicals these days anyway.


When deciding what to sing, certain things need to be considered: make sure you can sing all the notes, make sure you know what the song is about, and make sure it’s not from Les Misérables or Miss Saigon. This is simply because they are overused (and also nice young girls from Surrey don’t do French peasants or Vietnamese whores very well). It is also important to sing through the song with a pianist before your actual audition – as the piano accompaniment is always very different from the original soundtrack recording you have been copying.


Whilst we’re on the subject of pianists, you should always check that the piano accompaniment isn’t too hard. Many pianists who play for drama-school auditions have only just passed their Grade 3 piano exam – so playing Lloyd Webber songs is fine. But you must never give these kinds of pianists sheet music by Stephen Sondheim or Jason Robert Brown. They will invariably give up halfway through and revert back to playing Starlight Express.


Many people believe that the higher the song, the more impressive it will be. This simply isn’t true. Particularly if you can’t sing it! There is no point singing a song that goes up to a top C when you can only sing a top A.


The Chat


At the end of your audition, the panel will have a little chat with you about why you want to go to their school, your past experience, and why you want to be an actor. At this point it is always good to sound intelligent and give the impression that you have done your research. You should state exactly why you want to go to RADA and not Italia Conti (obviously this can be the other way round, depending on where you want to go). It is never recommended that you slag off other schools, but staff members always like to have their school praised. Things like: ‘Your school produces the best actors’, ‘The calibre of drama in this country is largely down to the training that your school provides’ and ‘Your students are the best-looking’ always go down well. Avoid saying things like: ‘Your school is close to my boyfriend’s house’, ‘My best mate told me this place is really good’ and ‘I slept with an actor who trained here.’


This is also the time when someone on the panel will bring up the daunting subject of money – and how you plan to finance yourself. If you are in the fortunate position of being able to pay for the course privately (by yourself, or with help from your family) then make this very clear. Drama schools adore students who can fund themselves privately. I am not saying that students who can fund themselves have a higher chance of getting a place at drama school – as that would be unfair. There are just an awful lot more of them that get in, dear.


If you find yourself being offered a place at several drama schools you should only accept one. Drama schools, believe it or not, do talk to each other – and if they get wind that you are denying another student a place by selfishly accepting more than one, you will quickly lose all of your offers, and find yourself at home watching The Jeremy Kyle Show for another year.




A Concise Guide to Training


If you cannot afford the time and money to go to drama school, here is a summary of what is taught there:


Audition technique – Be prepared. Be confident. Face the panel. And don’t cry.


Stage technique – Know where to enter and exit. Face the audience. Speak loudly. Don’t look at the floor.


Acting technique – Say your lines loudly and in order. Look at the other people on stage with interest. Do not gurn or dribble.


Dancing technique – Smile. Use jazz hands frequently. And don’t fall over. If you aren’t very confident, just stand at the back and jump up and down.


Singing technique – Sing the melody and avoid looking like a blow-up doll.





Actors – the most important thing to learn at drama school is how to sit in a circle, dear.
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When you audition there’s always a moment when you’re perfect for the role. It’s just before you come through the door.




 


Auditioning


Auditions are an essential part of being an actor. They are the time when an actor has the opportunity to prove why they are perfect for the job. These days it is virtually impossible to get a job without auditioning, unless you have been on Celebrity Big Brother.


The aim of an audition is simple: to go in and be brilliant! You should never compare yourself to other actors you see going in before you – as you never know how good they are. They may be wearing the nicest clothes, be talking about their latest film and gloating about their last West End show – but for all you know they could be pathological liars on day release from their agent’s dungeon. Everyone thinks everyone else is better than them. But no one is better than you. You are unique.


Always turn up early for your audition – just so you can question the other actors who are there already. Ask them what they are singing, what the show is about, and if they know who the casting director’s boyfriend is. This is all useful ammunition for when you get into the audition room. Also, if you can hear what they are doing in the audition room you can steal their ideas, dear.




Get up, put on your favourite lipstick, your best heels, smile widely, get in that audition room, and kick ass, dear.


The Auditioning Process


Auditioning is not as simple as just turning up in a tank top, wandering into the audition room and belting out ‘One Day More’ at the top of your lungs. It takes a lot more time, dedication, and planning permission than that.


I often advise young actors to audition for any work at the beginning of their careers, just for the experience. Doing a small-scale tour of Beirut, or a primary-school tour of Puppetry of the Penis, for example, would offer you lots of hands-on experience. However, I’ve heard that some bigger agents don’t allow their clients to do any work outside of London. They just want them to hang around bus stops and jazz clubs and wait for big film offers to come flooding in. Invariably when the film offer does come along it tends to be two lines in a feature about a drug-dealing teenager who lives on a council estate in Brixton. So, even then, it’s not particularly glamorous, dear.


You will have to prepare yourself for the fact that to get the job you will usually have at least nine unpaid recalls. The simple reason for this is because those of us on the audition panel often forget what all the actors look and sound like. Obviously we try and make notes during auditions – but sometimes we get distracted by thinking about our lunch, particularly if you are singing something by Jason Robert Brown. There’s nothing wrong with Jason Robert Brown, but there’s only so many times you can listen to ‘Still Hurting’ without actually hurting someone.


Frequently I get asked why we never give an answer to actors straight after their audition. Whilst I agree it would be very easy for us, and a lot fairer on the actors – we generally make them wait for days, weeks, and sometimes months. There is no real reason for this, apart from the fact that sometimes we get distracted by reruns of The West Wing.


Actors sometimes get angry when we don’t call their agents to let them know they didn’t get the job. Please understand that this is not done on purpose, and if I had my way all actors would get a telephone call telling them ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The only reason this doesn’t happen is because my casting director gets confused about who actually got the job and who didn’t (as everyone looks so similar) – so it’s safer if he doesn’t call anyone. Also, if my casting director had to call everyone he auditioned he wouldn’t be able to get on with more important things, like plumping the cushions on his casting couch, dear.


Of course, there are valid reasons why we sometimes keep actors waiting for long periods – mostly it’s because you could be the second or third choice, and we are still waiting for our first choice to give us an answer. We have to keep actors ‘on hold’ in case the actor we really want decides to turn us down – so that we are sure we have someone who is able to play the role. This is what my casting director means when he tells your agent that you are still ‘in the mix’. It means that you are not the first choice, but you may still get the job if everyone else turns us down.


Sadly the sheer number of actors out there makes it impossible for us to audition everyone. Sometimes we will have over two thousand applications for one role – and we just don’t have the time to see every actor. So, as a general rule, my casting director goes onto Spotlight, finds the actors with good agents, the actors he fancies, and the actors who have been on telly – and invites those ones in to audition.


The first audition is usually the quickest – as at this stage we are whittling people down, and often don’t know what we are looking for. For this audition you will normally be asked to prepare two songs from a specific genre. Examples of these different genres and styles of songs are: upbeat pop, rock ballad, classical aria, modern musical theatre, traditional musical theatre, rock with a hint of pop and rap from a modern musical, traditional musical theatre sung in a Liverpudlian accent, a song from an American songbook musical that is comic and has the word ‘cottage’ in it, an English patter song that includes a cow impression and is based on a show about a boat – the list goes on. Obviously, even if we don’t ask you to sing a specific song, you should still try and choose one that is suitable. We recently had an actor sing ‘I’m Just a Girl Who Can’t Say No’ in his Oliver! audition. His agent had obviously not told him he was auditioning for Bill Sikes, dear.


If we like you and think you could possibly play the part, we will give you a recall. You will then be sent some script and music from the show to prepare – usually about six songs and six scenes. Of course, we expect you to learn this material, even if we only send it to you the day before. I recently had an argument with an actor about the amount of material we sent over for him to learn in a day – and after two minutes of listening to him warble on, I reminded him that if he didn’t want to do it, someone else will. In the end, John Barrowman agreed and just got on with it.


It is very important that you don’t brag to your colleagues and friends when you get a recall. There is nothing worse. It makes you look like an arrogant pig. A recall is just a recall. Don’t flatter yourself. There are many reasons we give recalls. Mostly it is because we think you show promise. But sometimes it is simply because we couldn’t see your tattoo properly and want to have another look. I know one casting director who always gives recalls to girls who are over six foot purely because he loves tall women. This was never a problem until he cast Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, and all the dwarfs ended up being female giants.


After your first recall there can be lots of other stages. Many of the bigger musicals can take months to cast, and you must anticipate having up to twenty-five recalls before getting an answer. That is when it gets frustrating for actors – as by that stage you feel you’ve got a pretty good chance of getting the job. But mostly the number of auditions means nothing at all.


Recently there was a show being cast by a very well-known casting director that started auditions two months before the director was available. When the director finally decided to come along at the seventh round of auditions, he told the casting director that they had been looking for the wrong ‘types’. This, as you can imagine, was very frustrating for both the actors and casting director. So the casting director had to start the whole process again. And then the director and choreographer got more involved with the auditions – and starting using them to ‘workshop’ the show. For example, the choreographer tried different dance routines with the auditionees to see what worked. It is a way of working on a show without having to pay any of the actors. And it is wrong. But, of course, actors will do exactly what they’re told. So not only were hundreds of actors being tried out and asked to learn and work on dance routines – they were providing a free workshop session for the creative team. However, after nine months, four deaths, a lot of chocolate, and a divorce, the show was finally cast. And the Lewisham schools’ tour of Cinderella was a huge success.


Actors – the use of the word ‘amazeballs’ in your audition is banned. If I hear it you will be sentenced to a year-long TIE tour, dear.






The Different Stages of Auditions


The 1st audition is the Audition.


The 2nd audition is the Recall.


The 3rd audition is the Let’s See If They Can Say Dialogue Without Spitting.


The 4th audition is the Parade Them in a Tight Top in Front of the Director.


The 5th audition is the Movement Call.


The 6th audition is the Get Them Back In and See What They Look Like Standing Next to the Lead.


The 7th audition is the We’ve Got the Audition Room Booked for Another Day So Let’s Call Them Back for a Laugh.


The 8th audition is the Let’s See Who They Can Understudy.


The 9th audition is the Meet the Producer.


The 10th audition is the Do They Look Right?


And the 11th audition is the Can They Actually Do the Job?





Of course, the above is just a general guide to the plethora of auditions that you can be expected to go through. But obviously it’s a different story entirely if you’re auditioning for the producer Bill Kenwright. For his shows you will have two auditions – one in front of his casting director, and a second in front of the man himself. Then you’ll be offered the job and start rehearsing. And the following day you’ll be performing in the show. His productions are the fast food of the theatre world. And, just like McDonald’s, they look nice under the lights but can leave a bitter taste in your mouth, dear.




If you are unfortunate enough to do eleven auditions and then not get offered the job, you just have to take it with a pinch of salt. As long as you’ve auditioned to the best of your ability you should be happy, and just accept that something better is waiting around the corner. However, if you are feeling particularly upset about not getting the job it can be quite therapeutic to find out who did and start spreading rumours about their personal hygiene.


Sometimes, after a particularly bad audition, I have seen actors attempt to get a ‘sympathy’ recall. These are when an actor plucks at the audition panel’s heart strings, and tells them something incredibly upsetting – just like those X Factor contestants who go through to the next stage simply because their nan recently died. I don’t agree with sympathy recalls – but I know some casting directors who love a good sob story.


I have been forced to endure many such stories recently, but only once did it bring my casting director and me to tears. This particular story was about a little cat getting run over. The actress in question told her story after singing the most awful version of ‘Defying Gravity’ I have ever heard. In truth, it defied gravity that her head didn’t explode as she screeched through the final chorus. But she told her cat story with such emotion and pain that we felt guilty and gave her a sympathy recall. Obviously she didn’t get the final job, but at least her cat didn’t die in vain.


However, if your plight for a sympathy recall doesn’t work, you can always just beg. You’d be surprised at the amount of well-known actors who resort to this technique and finish auditions on their knees in front of my casting director.


Actors – drinking two cans of Red Bull before an audition does not make you a better actor. It just makes you a shakier one.




Auditioning – From My Side of the Table


The casting process is a long, arduous and exhausting business, particularly for the people doing the casting! I equate it to building a rocket out of chocolate – it’s hard to do, but when completed is very tasty. Casting directors and directors feel immense pressure to make sure they find the right actors for the job, and in some cases feel just as nervous as the people they are auditioning. So how do we go about casting a show?


One of the most important things we have to remember is what show we are casting. It’s no good casting Othello if the show is actually Annie. This is a vital thing to remember, and one which I often have to remind my casting director about. I knew a director in the eighties who once assembled a fine cast of young actors, only to realise that he actually needed dancers as he was casting a ballet. What a silly prat.


So, after we’ve decided on the show, we have a few other decisions to make before the casting begins – we have to book a venue, book a lighting designer, have a set designed, assemble a front-of-house team, taste the ice-cream flavours, market the show, drink some Dom, go on a team-building weekend, read Craig Revel Horwood’s autobiography, and meditate. Basically we do everything we can to put off the chore of casting until Equity get in touch, slap our wrists and threaten to take our diaries off us unless we start. So, apprehensively, we do.


The next step is in the hands of the casting director. Casting directors are usually very nice people who like drinking far too much alcohol, and mostly during the day. The ones that don’t drink usually have other habits, which can’t be discussed here – but often end in them being discovered on a bench outside Waterloo Station at 5 a.m.


The first thing the casting director does is to release a ‘breakdown’. This doesn’t mean he sends out photos of himself in tears, screaming in despair, and taking Prozac. It means he sends out an email of what roles are available. This is usually done through the Spotlight Link – and sent to most agents. Sometimes certain agents will be kept off the list, but only in extreme cases (if they haven’t bought me gifts for a long time).


For those that don’t know, the Spotlight Link is an online service that allows casting directors to email all agents about castings, and receive submissions in response. It is also widely used by actors who have managed to steal a casting director’s password – who use it to stalk and stare at other actors’ CVs.


Due to increasing levels of obesity, Spotlight are going to include a ‘man boobs’ option in their physical-appearance section.


Once the breakdown has been received, your agent will decide which of their clients are right for the part. This involves reading the breakdown – which can be tricky for illiterate agents (an alarmingly high number of them). Luckily these agents are very clever and have assistants or interns. These assistants only have one role: to read out loud to the agents. This avoids embarrassment, and proves invaluable experience.


When the agent has digested the information they will spend a few hours drinking tea, coffee or gin. Then suddenly they’ll get inspired and mix some vodka with Red Bull – and away they go! They look at photos of all their clients, and remind themselves whom they represent. Some people think it’s easy being an agent, but sometimes they have over twenty actors’ names to remember (and sometimes they have an Equity name and a real name, which confuses things even more). Once they’ve reminded themselves of their clients, the agents make honest, considered and well-informed decisions about which actors to put forward to the casting director. Things they must consider are: Do they look right? Are they the right age? Can they do the accent? Can they walk in a straight line? Can they speak loudly? Can they tie their shoelaces? It is tough. And sometimes an agent gets incredibly upset and doesn’t know what to do – so decides by using the ‘Eeny meeny miny moe, pick an actor for the show’ technique.


Once this important decision is made, the casting director will receive an influx of actors suitable for the role. It is not unusual for a casting director to receive more than a thousand suggestions for one role: a huge amount. So the casting director then has to sift through all the submissions and decide which actors to invite for an audition. This is where it gets difficult. Do they bring in new actors who are unknown to them? Do they bring in actors they have employed before? Or do they bring in actors they fancy? Invariably it’ll be a mix of all three, with emphasis on the latter.


Then your agent is called and you get offered an audition. You are told an audition time, what to prepare, what role you are up for, and, if you are lucky, the venue for the audition. And then it’s all down to you.


Actors – when reading to your children at night, always imagine you are auditioning for them. They could grow up to be casting directors, dear.


Getting Your Own Auditions


What if you don’t get an audition through your agent? Or worse still – what if you don’t have an agent? What to do? Well, when this happens you usually have two options. One: admit defeat. Two: get in contact yourself. Some agents are not fans of their clients trying to get an audition themselves, but it has worked in the past for actors I know. You just have to be very professional in the way you do it. One email, or letter, clearly stating what part you are interested in, is enough. If you want to include gift vouchers, expensive organic chocolates or Dom – then this helps. However, never pester the casting director more than once, as this can result in your untimely death.


Another way of finding out about castings is by hanging around some of the trendy ‘actor’ clubs in town like The Groucho, Soho House or The Ivy. If you can’t afford the expensive membership fees, befriend a member of the club and go as a guest, or climb in via the fire escape. Once inside, put on a nice tight T-shirt, and do a little bit of detective work to track down the important people. If you don’t know what the ‘important’ people look like, you can always sniff them out. Important theatre people have two smells: sweet and powerful (think cinnamon, leather and dark chocolate); and old and musty (think Lloyd Webber’s underwear). However, if you go as a guest you can avoid the ‘sniffing’ by asking your host to introduce you to the important people. If you are lucky enough to meet, say, a director, you must always try and remain calm. Sweating, shaking or vomiting is to be avoided. Particularly if the director is wearing a nice suit from M&S.


If you are speaking to a director at a social event, just chat to them like you would to anyone else. Mention that you’re an actor only once, at the beginning of the conversation, but that’s it. Never revert back to the fact that you are an actor again. Always ask them how they are, what they are doing, what television programmes they like, and what they think of Denise Welch and Russell Crowe. This will get them speaking to you on a one-to-one level, and start to feel relaxed around you. At this stage I recommend buying them several drinks and getting them savagely sloshed. By the time they sober up you’ll have all their contact details and some very embarrassing photos of them. You are sure to get an audition now, dear.




Good Audition Tips


In your audition you should aim to be professional at all times. But whilst being professional, never change who you are. You have been brought into the room because the casting director wants to see you – so already they are interested. Let this give you confidence. It may also be useful to try and not imagine it as an audition. Imagine that you are going into a room to explore a character – it is a chance to be creative and offer something original and unique to the panel. If you go in there feeling like you are a good actor who wants to show their craft, as opposed to a person going in to audition against a load of other actors, you may find the whole thing more enjoyable. However, if all this sounds too much like hard work, have a swig of vodka.


Body Contact


Should you shake my hand when you enter? I honestly don’t mind if you do, but please make sure that your hand has been recently cleaned. I appreciate that many actors get nervous and go to the toilet directly before auditioning, but I’m not always sure if they’ve washed their hands afterwards. I’m not a massive fan of body contact anyway, and the thought of shaking a toilet-infected hand makes me want to hug my Jean Valjean teddy. I shall start asking all actors to sanitise their hands when they enter the audition room. That way everyone involved can feel relaxed that hands are bacteria-free. This is the reason I now wear gloves whenever I’m in public. It makes everything much more hygienic. And makes me feel like the Queen, dear.


You should never attempt to kiss anyone on the audition panel – unless they go to kiss you first. If this happens, you are legally obliged to follow through and kiss them back. However, you must never, ever stick your tongue in. This smacks of overenthusiasm and can leave a bitter taste in the mouth. Particularly if you’ve been eating cheese and onion crisps.




The same applies with a hug. If a casting director goes to hug you, you must politely comply. Even if they smell of wee and mothballs. There is an unwritten theatrical law which states that actors should always be prepared to hug, fondle or gently caress casting directors if they really want the job. If you are extra lucky you may even be offered a ‘happy ending’. Or, even worse, an unhappy ending.


Illness


At the beginning of your audition, please don’t tell the panel that you’re ill. Unless they can actually see a flesh wound, or you have a valid doctor’s note, they will presume you felt underprepared and are lying. It’s not good enough. We had an actor in last year who looked as pale as one of those Twilight actors – but when he started singing he sweated and his white make-up started falling off his face. Michael Ball has thankfully never tried that since. However, if you are genuinely ill then it’s your own fault. You’re an actor – you’re not allowed to get ill.


Enthusiasm


I always like to remind actors not to seem overly keen. Enthusiasm is a great thing, and is what drives us to be the best at what we do. But overenthusiasm is a killer. It makes actors seem desperate and weak. Having a constant fake smile is never a good sign. I can appreciate good teeth, but when you audition for me, chances are we are not casting for the new Colgate campaign. I say ‘just be yourself’. Be interested and professional, but not keen and needy. I find it ridiculous when actors constantly smile through their songs. Think about the character. If you are singing ‘Javert’s Suicide’ it really isn’t helpful to see your lovely white veneers, dear.




Standing


It can be very embarrassing if you stand in the wrong place and look uncomfortable. I suggest you stand facing the audition panel (i.e. not with your back to them). Make sure you aren’t too close, but if you suffer from halitosis or tend to dribble then it’s a good idea to stand even further back. Make sure you feel nice and relaxed before you start to perform, because if you look nervous, you sound nervous.


Excessive vibrato does not hide bad singing, dear.


The Singing Audition


Before you start singing, remember that you have to be in character from the beginning. When you hear the pianist playing those ominous first notes, your performance has begun. Never spend the song’s intro smiling at the panel like you are a Barry Manilow impersonator, and don’t start doing bizarre yoga stretches. If in doubt, take the ‘neutral vacant-stare pose’ that actors are very good at. It makes you look harmless, vulnerable and dull all at the same time. Which is exactly the kind of actor that directors like to work with.


As a general rule, when we ask you to sing we don’t want a piece of tightly rehearsed choreography to go along with it. We just want to hear your voice. Invariably the dancing will just distract and you’ll end up looking like an inferior Strallen sister. We had an actor audition recently who did some marvellous split jumps and ball-changes, but was so out of breath by the chorus he couldn’t sing. And, to be honest, the choreography didn’t really go with ‘Memory’ anyway, dear.


If I want you to give me eye contact when you are singing, I will ask. But if I do, please don’t think that means you should wink at me in any part of your song. Winking will result in one thing – me drawing a naughty body part all over your headshot.


I often hear actors moaning about what the panel are doing when they sing. I try and remain as attentive as I can, but like anyone, I get distracted. If you perform a song like ‘Corner of the Sky’ that I have heard fifteen times that day, I am going to reach for my iPhone and start playing Angry Birds. I’m not being rude – I’m just saving my sanity. If you sing a song really well, and I think you show a lot of potential, I will usually watch you for a while, and then finish drawing a picture of Sarah Brightman on my notepad. I rarely make notes about what you sing; I tend to see who you remind me of – and that’s what I write. If you remind me of someone like Colm Wilkinson or Jonathan Pryce then you get a recall. But if you remind me of Amanda Holden then you’re doomed to be working front of house for another year.


There has always been a misconception about what it means if we ask you to sing a second song. To be honest, it depends. If we are bored with your first song but think you looked right and sounded good, we won’t bother asking you to sing again, we’ll just recall you. If your first song was fine, but didn’t show the range we want, we’ll ask you to sing again. And if your first song was really bad, we’ll ask you to do another one just to keep us amused. One of my casting directors is terrible – he always asks the boys he fancies to sing two songs, just so he can drool a little longer. I’ve told him to stop doing this, but bless him, it’s one of the only kicks he gets these days.


There’s nothing as upsetting as a half-hearted ball-change, dear.




The Dance Audition


I’m a big admirer of actors who can dance. It is a discipline I have never mastered myself; indeed, the closest thing I can do that even slightly resembles dancing is a few ball-changes. And even then I get all my balls mixed up, dear.


When auditioning for a dance show, the panel are on the lookout for highly skilled and bendy dancers. Personally, I love nothing more than watching a good tap routine, or a dancer who can get their leg over their shoulder and hold it there long enough for us to stare at their groin region. It really is thrilling. However, many choreographers I know are far more interested in skill, technique, charisma and personality. The secret to dancing is making it look easy. If you can do a triple pirouette, peel a potato, balance an ensemble member on your forehead and look relaxed all at the same time, you will never be out of work. And, indeed, those times when you are out of work you will be able to get some well-paid specialised dancing work in Soho.


Dance auditions are pretty straightforward affairs. We generally cram as many dancers as possible into a room the size of a telephone box and make them copy the choreographer. As a rule, this session will be taken by the choreographer’s assistant – allowing the actual choreographer to sit behind a table and touch himself. It is a lot safer having the assistants run these auditions as they tend to be far more talented than the choreographers themselves.


The dance will be taught – and everyone will be expected to remember it instantly. If you are one of those people who find it hard to pick up moves, you will be told that it doesn’t matter and will be given more time. Of course, this is a lie – because in dance, speed is essential (unless you’ve been on a reality TV show, in which case, we’ll just make everyone else dance around you).


Never stand at the back of the room during a dance call. If you do, you will not have a very good view of the choreography, and will inevitably start copying the person in front of you – who will be making it up. Standing at the back also gives the impression that you are scared. Never let the audition panel know that you are scared. Unless Louie Spence is running the audition. Then I’d be scared too, dear.
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