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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

I’ve been asked how I ended up going from being a teacher to being an actor with credits that include The Crown on Netflix and Indiana Jones and the Dial of Destiny.

I’ve always had to answer this question briefly and quickly, never having time to do a deep dive and really give the answer the question deserves.

The brief and quick answer is as follows:

In order to get really good parts in really good television shows and films, especially when you are starting out and not yet established, you need an agent. (Some massive stars don’t need agents. Bill Murray, for example, very famously doesn’t have one.)

Okay, you need an agent. So, how do you get one? You research agents online. Google will have lists, as will online actor resources such as Mandy and Spotlight. Mandy and Spotlight will often specify which agents are currently actively looking to sign up new actors.

Once you have the list of agents, you put together an email package and contact them all, stating that you are looking for representation.

However, at this point you might run into a snag. The vast majority of agents (even agents that cater for beginners) will only sign you up if you have professional headshots and a showreel.

Right, let’s deal with these two issues one at a time.

			


PROFESSIONAL HEADSHOTS

You cannot get by on bathroom selfies, or any selfies. Any casual photo taken on your phone, or even excellent pictures taken on your phone, won’t do. The most you can hope for with that is extras work. (Extras are sometimes known as supporting artists, or SAs for short.) Some online resources for extras work are websites such as Backstage. Extras agencies are also more likely to sign up people with casual photos taken on their phone.

But to get signed by a serious acting agent you need to go to a professional photographer who specialises in headshots. You can search online for good ones in your area – just type into the Google search ‘actor headshots’ and see what comes up. I highly recommend not skimping on this and paying a little bit more to do a session with one of the high-end headshot photographers with a good reputation.

Try to experiment with different outfits and different character looks. For example, if the photographer offers a package with three complete shots, try to look more serious in one of the shots, more playful or smiley in another, and perhaps more seductive in the third. It doesn’t have to be those three ideas, of course. Think of your own ideas. But the trick is to treat the photo session as part of your professional acting work and to really model for the photos with intent and ideas behind each pose.

Once the photos are edited and ready, you upload them onto your online acting CV or resume on pages such as Mandy or Spotlight.

Now we move onto:

			


SHOWREEL

Apart from seeing professional headshots, serious agents also want to see you in action while acting. This means putting together a video package or ‘showreel’ with various scenes that show off your acting skills.

If you have already appeared in some short films or student films, then you can ask the people you did those films with to give you the footage of your scenes. Then ask a professional showreel editor to put those scenes together for you in a nice little video package.

However, if you haven’t appeared in anything yet, you will need to create a showreel from scratch.

You can find many showreel companies online who can help you do that. They often offer to meet you first, to get to know something about you, and then write one or two scenes from scratch that they feel match your personality, skills, and character profile.

After they’ve written the scenes, they will provide a scene partner and film you both acting out the sequences. Of course, you’ll have to pay for all this, including the scene partner, but the investment is definitely worth it in the long run. After that, they edit it all into a nice little video package for you to keep and, hey presto, you have a showreel.

Alternatively, you can write your own scenes and send them to the showreel company for them to help you film. You can also find your own scene partner or partners if you have friends who want to help you on your journey or even embark on their own journey with you.

Another alternative still is to write, produce, direct, and star in, your own short film or films. This is very demanding and requires a certain personality, so it’s not for the faint of heart. This is actually the crazy route I took, which I will tell you all about it as we go on.

I must say first, though, that there is a way to get an agent to see your work even if you haven’t got a showreel yet. And that is live performance.

If you can get a small part in an ensemble project doing live theatre in one of the small 30-seater theatres off London’s West End (also known as ‘pub theatres’), that is a great way to try and get an agent. You write emails to all the agents you are interested in and let them know where and when you will be appearing, and what part you have in the play. Then you make sure to offer them a free ticket, then buy them a drink after the show and have a quick chat.

Whatever you decide, don’t be disheartened – and don’t give up. Be courageous. Email hundreds of agents. Maybe five will turn up and accept your invitation, watch your show, and stay for a drink with you afterwards. And that’s great. Five out of one hundred, or five out of two hundred, is still good.

It’s actually the way I got my first agent. I didn’t have a showreel yet, but I got a small role in a pub theatre in Hampstead, playing King Duncan in a production of Macbeth. I invited so many agents, but the majority didn’t even reply. A few did get back to me, saying thanks but no thanks. But in the end, two agents did come and see me. Both actually left the show early and didn’t stay for a chat or a drink, so I thought they couldn’t have liked what they saw.

However, to my pleasant surprise, one phoned me the next day and said they liked my performance and wanted to sign me up. What a great feeling. I finally felt like there was some reward for my hustle, hard work, and determination. In the end, unfortunately, things didn’t work out in the long term with that agent, and I got my second agent a different way (more on that later). But getting that first agent was a great feeling nonetheless.

So, to sum up: I got my first agent without a showreel and by just inviting them to a pub theatre. Then I got the agent who got me the real juicy auditions, by putting together my own showreel, made up of material I had produced, written, directed, and acted in myself. This included a short film that changed everything for me, called Honey. This book will explain more about Honey in greater detail, but we’ll get to that shortly.

So, now you’ve done very well and obtained professional headshots, you’ve got a showreel, and you’ve secured an agent. Superb stuff. Now you have to embrace modern technology and embrace the way the industry is going by learning to audition at home by doing self-tapes.

It took me a long time – too long – to embrace self-taping and to fully commit to it, as I kept clinging to the idea that auditions should be in person, in a room with a casting director. But the industry is changing. More and more auditions – at least the initial audition – are being done via self-tapes. So we have to get with it or be left behind.

Initially, I was doing self-tapes with this frustration inside, and I am sure it must have been showing in my work and in my performances. It really hit home when a friend of mine showed my self-tapes back to me and asked me to look in the mirror and be honest with myself. I was really horrified and didn’t want to represent my work in that way. I decided then that for the next tape I was asked to do, I would throw my whole body and soul into it, remembering why I wanted to be an actor and film-maker in the first place, and to show all that passion on the self-tape. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long before my next opportunity came along…

I was asked by my agent to do a self-tape audition for season two of a popular Netflix show called The Witcher.

This time I challenged myself to get out of my comfort zone, so I contacted a professional team who charged £60 for one hour of self-tape help. Not only would they film, tape, edit it, and send me a finished copy, but we could do as many takes as I wanted within the one-hour time slot. They would also provide a reading partner to say the lines opposite me.

I had never done anything like this for an audition before, and £60 wasn’t easy for me to part with, let me tell you. But I saw it as an investment in myself and my craft, and I was pleased with the finished result. I could immediately see a difference between this and the lacklustre self-tapes I had made previously. This time, there was an urgency, a passion, a focus, and a commitment. And when I showed it to that same friend, he was blown away by the upgrade in quality.

My agent also mentioned the marked difference, and he received positive feedback from the casting director. About a week later, the casting director got in touch with my agent to let him know that although I would not get the part this time, I had done well and they liked my tape. It was the first time that a casting director had taken the time to specifically let me know that I had not been chosen. That might sound like bad news, but actually, in this industry it’s a good sign, because in 99% of cases you hear nothing back at all and assume, correctly, that you didn’t get the job.

So, although I didn’t get the part in The Witcher, I felt like I had finally turned a corner. For my next self-tape, I took that same energy and passion into it. But I couldn’t afford to pay £60 again for professional help, so I did it on my own. Placing my camera phone delicately onto a ladder, balanced so that it wouldn’t fall, I then recorded myself. As I didn’t have anyone to read the lines opposite me, I just left pauses where the other person was supposed to speak and reacted to those imagined lines as if someone was there saying them. I spoke with passion, reacting to imagined lines and an imaginary scene partner. When it was over, I had to edit the video on my phone to cut out the parts at the beginning where the camera showed me pressing ‘play’ and pressing ‘stop’.

I’m a real technophobe, so if I can do this type of thing anybody can.

That self-tape audition was for a show on AppleTV+ called Liaison, starring Eva Green and Vincent Cassel. And guess what? I got the part. I couldn’t believe I’d be in the same show as Eva Green and Vincent Cassel. And led by a great director called Stephen Hopkins, who directed many episodes of the first season of the hit show 24.

Then it was like London buses. My next self-tape was for a role on Netflix’s number one show, The Crown, and I took that same positive energy into the audition and put my heart and soul into it. The casting director and director both liked it enough that they called me for an in-person recall audition, so I tried to put my heart and soul into that, too. But, ironically (for someone who previously harped on about preferring the old days of in-person auditioning), it had been so long since I’d had an in-person audition, and the whole country was still not used to being allowed back out of the house after lockdown, so all social situations seemed to be awkward and new again. It’s like we had to relearn how to be social in public again, and I had to relearn how to audition in person again, instead of the self-taping I had been accustomed to for about a year.

This is a roundabout way of saying that I felt the recall in-person audition with the director and casting director didn’t go so well, and I wasn’t expecting to hear anything back. Then about a week later, my agent kept texting me questions like: How old are you exactly? Which part of London do you exactly live in? What’s your exact ethnic origin? And what exact dialect of Arabic do you speak? I felt that I had already answered these questions on file, but it occurred to me that maybe the production team on The Crown were double checking these questions with my agent. Sure enough, only a few days later my agent called me in absolute delight to tell me that I had been offered the part. They had me on loud speaker at the time, and I could hear everybody in the background in the office screaming with joy. I was in a kind of dream and daze. But I recovered my composure enough to visit them in the office a few days later to take them chocolates and a thank you card.

When the dust settled, I pondered on those questions my agent asked me, which they had been instructed to ask me by The Crown production team.


How tall are you exactly?

Where exactly in London do you live?

How old are you exactly?

Is he willing to wear a wig? Or grow his hair out?

Which exact dialect of Arabic is he fluent in?

And I came to the realisation – as did many acting friends I discussed it with – that in acting, just as in life, there are things beyond our control that can determine our success or whether or not we get the role.

Therefore, there is no point worrying about the things we can’t control. Our time is better spent focusing on the things we can control.

I can’t control how tall I am. And I’m not about to start wearing heels anytime soon.

I deduced that the reason they kept asking my exact address was because they wanted to suss out the distance from my place to the filming locations. Thankfully, all of the locations we ended up filming at were never more than an hour’s drive from my place, which suited their drivers and pick-up transport managers.

But imagine if I’d lived somewhere else and they decided not to give me the part because where I lived was inconvenient… Well, that’s something I can’t control, and something you can’t control.

I can’t control how old I am, and neither can you.

So, the message here is: don’t take these things personally. If you lose out on an audition because you live in the wrong area, or because you’re the wrong height, wrong age, wrong hairstyle, or anything that you can’t control, DO NOT GET DISHEARTENED.

What you can control is working hard on your craft. Taking acting lessons. Reading books about acting. Reading biographies of actors you admire. Studying films and television and scrutinising the acting styles that you like. Putting your heart and soul into every audition and presenting yourself to the best of your ability. These are all things you can control. And if you do the things you can control well and with heart, then even when you don’t get the part, you can look yourself in the mirror and sleep well at night.

However, if you’re lacklustre on the things you can control and let yourself down, you will find it hard to look yourself in the mirror because you’ll know deep down that you didn’t give it your all.

It’s the same with life. There are things we can’t control and things we can. In dating for example, you can’t control how tall you are. So, if the object of your affections only wants a partner with a certain height, you can’t control that – don’t take it personally. Keep your head up, be optimistic, and move on. There are plenty more fish in the sea.

You can’t control how much hair you have, or your age, or your ethnic origin. But you can control how you present yourself – a positive attitude, whether you ironed your clothes, clipped your nails, shined your shoes, etc. You get the idea.

So, focus on what is in your control and don’t sweat what you can’t.

Right, I did say London buses, didn’t I? After The Crown, things got even more surreal and frenzied for me. While filming, I usually keep my phone on airplane mode so as not to disturb myself or anyone else on the set. One day after filming The Crown, I got changed in my trailer and was waiting for my driver to drop me back home, so I took my phone off airplane mode to check what messages I had missed during the day. There was one from my agent saying I should check my email, as they had been sent an NDA (non-disclosure agreement) by a mystery production company. Even my agent didn’t know what the project was.

I don’t have email on my phone (told you I was a technophobe!), so as soon as I got home, I logged onto my computer to check the email. It was very vague. It was for a major project, that much I knew, but that was about all the information. I couldn’t even do a self-tape at that stage, because I had to sign the NDA first before seeing what was required of me for the audition.

A few days later I was sent another email thanking me for signing the NDA. The message went on: ‘Now click on this link and enter the following username and password. Only then will you see the dialogue required of you for the self-tape audition. This username and password expires after 24 hours, and so does the link.’

Oh my word! I felt flabbergasted, exhilarated, and excited all at the same time. What type of project could this be to have so much secrecy and so many security measures? It felt like one of those scenes from Mission Impossible with the words ‘it will expire after 24 hours’. I began to wonder if it actually was a new Mission Impossible movie I was about to audition for!

Without further ado, I followed the link, entered the username and password, and then got through to a page that had my scenes and dialogue, clearly marked with my name but also with the names of the characters changed so as not to give away anything. There was no way for me to save the page or download it or anything like that, and it was due to expire in 24 hours, so I quickly got a notepad and pen and wrote down the lines that I would need for the audition. That same night I recorded myself on my camera phone and sent the self-tape to my agent the following morning. My agent sent it off to the casting director.

‘You’ve got the part.’

‘Wow great. Oh my God! What is it?’

‘We don’t know!’

Barely two days had passed, and there had been no recall, no in-person audition, none of what I had to go through for my part in The Crown. It seemed they were happy with what they had seen in the self-tape and offered me the part straight away. When my agent called to tell me news, I was so elated. But we still didn’t know what the project was.

They wanted me at Pinewood studios the next day for costume measurements and fittings. The only problem was that I was due for filming on The Crown, but as fate would have it, the location for The Crown was not too far from Pinewood studios, and I was only required on set until about 2pm.

The costume department at Pinewood were happy to see me at 3pm. So I wrapped for the day on The Crown at 2pm, and the driver kindly agreed to take me to Pinewood.

			


PINEWOOD

Once at Pinewood, a lovely young fella called Frank walked me over to the costume department and explained, ‘The costume department really need to see you. After that I’ll take you to your trailer and bring you a tea or a coffee.’ He was very kind and welcoming, but I didn’t want to ask Frank what the project was. I didn’t want to feel embarrassed that I didn’t know.

Inside the costume department I met a wonderful lady called Joanna Johnston. She was in charge and told me a few of her staff would be taking my measurements, then it would take two days for the materials to be ready, and I would have to come back to try the wardrobe on in case any adjustments were needed. I tried looking round the room to check for any clues, but couldn’t find any.

But then the penny dropped.

While the girls from the costume department were scurrying round taking my measurements and calling them out to Joanna, I could hear them talking about other members of the cast –and that’s when it hit me.

‘So we need an adjustment to Harrison’s bag and some replacement hats.’

‘Phoebe needs some replacement shirts for tomorrow’s scene?’

When I heard them mention those names, Harrison and Phoebe, I knew immediately and I couldn’t believe it. I was going to be in an Indiana Jones film. Talk about dreams coming true. When I was growing up, I was a huge fan of Star Wars and Indiana Jones. Not just a fan, but a proper nerd. Actually, I’m a huge film and football nerd in general (but more on that later).

The fact that I was going to be in an Indiana Jones movie was just overwhelming and I could barely contain myself. But I had to. As a professional, I couldn’t suddenly start jumping up and down cheering like my favourite team had just scored a goal. I had to act cool, and I had to remember I didn’t want anyone to know that I was only just figuring this out. As I had this internal dialogue with myself, I decided to ask a question in a very cool, calm, and collected way that would show everyone that I had known all along.


‘So, is this the first Indiana Jones movie you’ve worked on, or have you worked on any of the others?’ It was a general question, and I didn’t aim it anyone in particular; I was just kind of putting it out there.

One of the costumiers then told me that Joanna Johnston had worked on every single one of the Indiana Jones films as far back as the early 1980s including Raiders of the Lost Ark.

When I heard that, an interesting piece of family trivia entered my mind. A friend of my father’s, who was a stand-up comedian, had a part in the second Indiana Jones movie, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (great movie, by the way – watch it if you haven’t already). He plays the part of one of the diners at the Indian Palace, and he’s sitting right next to Kate Capshaw when he says, ‘Mmm snake surprise.’

I asked Joanna Johnston if she remembered him, and she replied, ‘Of course. I was in charge of his costume.’ I was buzzing and told her that he was a friend of my dad’s, to which she remarked that now I would be following in his footsteps by being involved in an Indiana Jones film.

			


SMALL WORLD

When I finished with the measurements, they took me to my trailer and offered me tea, coffee, and snacks. While I had a few moments to myself in the trailer, I phoned my agent to tell them what the project was, and I could hear everyone in the office cheering and going ballistic. Then I rang my friends and family: ‘I’m in the new Indiana Jones movie!’ Now everyone, including me, was really jumping up and down as if our favourite football team had scored a goal.

After the excitement of being involved in projects such as Liaison, The Crown, and Indiana Jones, there was even more excitement to come. The print media started to take an interest in how a teacher had become involved in the acting world, and there was some contact from TV and radio stations as well. It was really great being able to share a few anecdotes from my time on set and very flattering and humbling to think that TV channels and radio broadcasters wanted me speaking to their audiences.

Much as I loved all of it, I must say that the excitement of those interviews could not compare to the excitement of being on set. Talking about my experiences with Harrison Ford was great, but it doesn’t compare to actually having and living the experiences with Harrison Ford on set. And I think there’s an important lesson here, mainly for myself, although maybe for you reading this. In today’s world many people focus and are seduced by the hype of celebrity. The thrill of attending the red-carpet events, the excitement of being interviewed on TV and radio, the buzz of being seen in the newspapers. But it is all an illusion. It’s glittery, yes, but it’s ephemeral. It’s distracting. And the novelty wears off very quickly. Like anything that provides immediate short-term gratification, it doesn’t provide any long-term contentment or satisfaction.

So, the focus must be the work. That is what people will respect you for, both during a long and healthy career and life, and also in the future, long after we have shuffled off this mortal coil. And the work is what will allow you to look in the mirror and go to sleep with a sense of satisfaction.

I was recently reading a fantastic book about acting by the incomparable legend Stella Adler. The book is full of gems, but one of my favourite quotes is when she says something along the lines of ‘when you walk into a museum or gallery, you don’t see people’s bank accounts framed and hung up on the wall. No. You see works of art, because that is cultural heritage. And that is what lasts for posterity. That is what lasts long after the people themselves are gone.’

This quote really resonated with me. What inspires me is that people still watch great films like The Godfather or The French Connection fifty years after
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