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‘More than a practical guide through the terrors of the audition minefield, Mr Dunmore’s book is so positive and encouraging in its approach that it must be essential reading for any actor setting out on this perilous career.

If it’s true that “Luck gets you there; talent keeps you there”, then Mr Dunmore goes a long way towards explaining the mystery of “luck”.’

Dame Maggie Smith
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Introduction

This is a book of advice containing lots and lots of details based upon my long experience of employing and teaching actors and input from very many others.

One of the most frequently asked questions that I get is: ‘Where did you train?’ I try not to give a sixteen-hour outpouring of my tortuous route into my decades in professional theatre. I try just to focus on my degree in physics and maths – and how those brilliant disciplines are at the heart of the way I work. I might summarise thus: pay attention to details and in time big things could happen. Lack of attention to those details will significantly reduce any chance of success. My heroes are largely not actors – although I will always love good acting. My real ‘heroes’ are the great scientist-communicators like Carl Sagan, Jacob Bronowski and Max Born. All three gave me incredible and inspiring insights into science and humanity. Through their communication skills, I learned and understood so much … What have they got to do with acting? Much more than you might believe! A significant part of good acting is about communicating – underpinned by detail.

Careful consideration of every detail is an investment in your future. With so many actors available and so few jobs going, any little thing can count against (or for) you. I am constantly amazed at how careless so many actors are with the details of their marketing processes – a perfect analogy would be actors only learning the lines that they like. Only a tiny, fortunate minority simply sail over all the hurdles set up by the acting profession. Talent is only part of what’s necessary to be an actor; self-discipline and sales technique are also vital to success.

You have to be a survivor. You have to recognise the seemingly fickle nature of the whole business – its short-term memory (long for miscreants) and its frequent ability to seem almost inhuman. You must keep up the need to be an actor and believe in yourself or you won’t survive. On the outside you have to acquire a durable veneer of resilient rubber to cope with the constant rejections and bounce back every time. You will be knocked down many, many more times than you are picked up. On the inside you must keep all the sensitivity that is fundamental to the job of acting. No other profession relies so much on its practitioners’ ability to use the painful and difficult parts of their personalities to work in it. As an actor you need to be vulnerable; as a salesman for yourself you need to be invulnerable. You also have to be organised – ready for the unexpected at any time. ‘Chance favours the prepared mind’ (Louis Pasteur – another scientist). And you have to be mentally prepared for the ‘unexpected’ not to happen for some time.

Finally, the advice that follows is not a philosopher’s stone for success. You should take what you need, use your instincts and use it in your own way.


1: If you really want to be a professional actor

People who aspire to become professional actors are of all ages and backgrounds, ranging from those still in primary education to those who have held steady jobs for decades but still have yearnings for the profession. Each group of people has different things to consider, so I will deal with them in chronological order.

Those of school age

The performer is in most young children. (The onset of puberty, and the awful consciousness of self that this brings, eliminates many.) For those wedded to the idea, remember that it is one thing to perform in front of people you know and in familiar circumstances; very much another to do it before those you don’t in a previously unknown venue.

So what is the best course for the child who won’t let go of the idea of being a professional actor? There are numerous full-time private stage schools and a few publicly funded ones – however the former are expensive (with a few scholarships available) and the latter will often require the child to live away from home and don’t usually provide accommodation. There are also numerous part-time schools (part of national franchises and locally based). Such schools (part- and full-time) are often allied to agencies which promote their children for professional productions, but it is a fact that many child stars do not succeed as adult actors. There are notable exceptions – Nicholas Lyndhurst, Dennis Waterman, Jodie Foster and Jenny Agutter, for instance – but they are the exceptions that prove the rule. I also wonder whether a childhood largely devoted to performing is entirely healthy – what about learning about life? It is also important to note that employment of children is very strictly regulated.

Generally the best thing for the stage-struck child is to send him or her to one of the numerous youth theatre groups and drama workshops that exist in almost every town and city. (Many of these are members of the National Association of Youth Theatres <www.nayt.org.uk>.) Public productions are often the last priority of such groups – especially for the younger ages – but a terrific amount can be learnt by the young from what seem like simple make-believe games. Children in such groups won’t learn many of the technical skills necessary to acting, but they will learn a lot of important social skills and the fundamental business of ‘interacting’ that is so important to an acting ensemble: that it’s not just what you can create that matters, it’s what you can create with other people. Many managements will choose to use the freshness and spontaneity of such ‘not formally trained’ talent for their productions. They will audition hopefuls but not always through public advertisement; usually they directly approach appropriate youth theatres or conventional schools with strong drama departments.

For serious aspiring actors in their teens it is well worth auditioning for the National Youth Theatre <www.nyt.org.uk>, the National Youth Theatre of Wales <www.nyaw.co.uk/e_nytw.html>, the Scottish Youth Theatre <www.scottishyouththeatre.org>, the National Youth Music Theatre <www.nymt.org.uk> or Youth Music Theatre UK <www.youthmusictheatreuk.org>, all of which run extremely good workshops in school holidays as well as mounting excellent productions.

Drama/Theatre Studies exams While success in these can lead on to a university course, they are not necessarily a good idea for a genuinely aspiring actor. Although they contain some practical content, they are predominantly theoretical – and this concentration on looking from the outside can be confusing for someone wanting to become a professional actor with its concentration on working from the inside. (They also pay little attention to important acting techniques like how to use your voice properly. This doesn’t necessarily mean learning how to speak with an educated accent; more how to use your voice to its full potential.) The study of alternative subjects can be more beneficial in the long term because they can broaden the student’s horizons in finding alternative work when not acting.

Other early training Elocution lessons may enable someone to speak beautifully but they can be damaging to a future actor as their method is directed towards recitation of words with little account of the feelings behind them. Correction of a speech defect is better done by a qualified therapist. The well-established Speech and Drama examinations tend to have very little to do with modern acting. These, as one drama school maintains in its prospectus, are ‘judged on entirely different criteria’ from those for entry to full-time training.

School-leavers

It is essential to get a proper training at a recognised drama school – perhaps doing a conventional degree first! It used to be possible to become an actor without formal training – and why not? An awful lot of what is fundamental to acting is that indefinable instinctive something which you either have or have not. In the past, doing menial tasks and watching the professionals at work could teach aspirants all they needed. Nowadays, it’s increasingly difficult to progress in the profession without doing at least a year at drama school.

That is not to say that it is not worth trying to get work experience in order to observe and learn from others; that experience can be very valuable for the future.

The mature entrant to the profession

If you are one of these, you have far more going for you than your younger counterpart. This is principally because professionals of your age, if you are over about 30, are fewer on the ground (many drop out in their first decade for financial and domestic reasons) and those that are around tend to become more choosy about what work they will accept. Therefore, there is not quite as much competition and it is easier to find those small parts that are the essential first step in an acting career. Also, there is great value in having life experience before training, which brings me to the primary question:

To train or not to train? You’ll hear endless stories of famous actors who didn’t formally train. They were fortunate enough to have learned through being part of repertory theatre companies for long contracts. These hardly exist any more. In order to sustain a career almost everybody needs the bedrock of a proper training.

Most of the actors I know who have successfully made the transition from a conventional career to one in acting have been to drama school. Often they’ve found it difficult to adjust to the ‘school’ disciplines after so long. Many have also found the immaturity of some of their fellow students hard to cope with for the first few months. However, through patience and by standing back from the herd and ignoring any ageist attitudes, they have found their respective niches and have often got a lot more out of the training than the younger students. As a mature student you should have a much better idea of how to learn, how to organise your life and how to sell yourself.

It is a common phenomenon for maturing dancers – as their bodies decrease in flexibility – to wish to continue performing, albeit less athletically. It is essential to get proper acting-training: you have got to unlearn those bodily positions which people do not use in real life, as well as learning how to use your voice properly.

Incidentally, I’ve met several people who have gone to drama school in their 40s and even one who started her training at the age of 59. It’s never too late! If you’re not sure that full-time student life would suit you, then try a part-time course, but you’ll find it much harder to crack the nut of gaining a toe-hold in the profession as it is generally the full-time schools where agents and casting directors search out new talents.

Note: Contrary to rumour, drama schools are not biased against more mature students.

Amateur theatre as a training ground Some people think they know it all through amateur work. This is almost invariably untrue. I am not saying that all amateur theatre is bad (or that all professional theatre is good), but there are numerous techniques and professional practices which amateur theatre cannot teach you. For example, performing the same role for three weeks or more (even for several years) requires much more stamina and technical skill than the four or five performances which are the norm of amateur theatre. Amateurs aspiring to be professionals should find out what further training they need – and can get – and audition for drama school.

Preliminary training

Nowadays, it’s increasingly difficult to progress in the profession without doing at least a year at drama school. However, there are courses (see details in Actors’ Yearbook) which can help you on your way.

Short-term, foundation and part-time courses There are numerous examples of such courses, some of which are run by drama schools. They cannot be seen as a complete training; they can only really touch the tip of the iceberg. However, they can be a good grounding for those who want to go on to full-time training – especially the one-year, full-time Foundation courses.

Warning: There are a growing number of such courses being established by private individuals – check very carefully before accepting a place on such a course.

Intensive part-time courses There are also courses that operate for a similar number of hours to a full-time course, but are scheduled (evenings and weekends) so that students can also earn their living from non-acting work. These are a viable, but much more difficult way into the profession – you’ve got to be extremely fit, disciplined, organised and prepared to all but give up your social life for a while. A few of these courses are gradually gathering good reputations within the profession; with continuing funding problems, more may come along and the whole idea receive its whole-hearted validation. Once again, you should check very thoroughly before accepting a place on such a course.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of these courses are concentrated in London.

University acting-oriented degree courses These are rarely any longer a passport into the profession. It used to be the case that any degree from one of the more prestigious universities made potential employers look twice at a CV, but this is generally no longer true. This is because the actual acting training is only part of the course and, generally, is inadequate. (Some of them specifically state that they are not training you for the profession. One senior university lecturer told me that his department wouldn’t even interview anybody who said that they ‘wanted to be an actor’ in their personal statement.) Today’s graduate should try to get a place on a National Council for Drama Training (NCDT; established in the mid-1970s to monitor standards) ‘accredited’ postgraduate course (preferably a two-year one): these tend to be extremely hard work as they usually embrace much of what is contained in the full three-year courses.

Full-time training

Whatever your age, level or acting ability, if you want to be a professional actor you have to have proper training at a drama school. (Most won’t admit you until you are 18.) You should obtain prospectuses and see which schools you think might suit you best. Audition procedures vary and you will have to pay for the privilege – between £35 and £55 for each school as of Autumn 2011. In addition a minority of schools require applications via UCAS <www.ucas.ac.uk> – which is an additional cost. Then there are the travel costs and, if necessary, those for overnight accommodation. Even for someone living in the London area (where half the drama schools are based), these costs can easily total around £400 for half a dozen applications.

Note: A few schools take a higher proportion of men on their three-year courses. This is not fair, but does represent roughly the proportion of work available. The gender balance of numbers of applicants is in the reverse proportion.

Drama schools At the moment, there is a core of established schools which belong to an organisation called the Conference of Drama Schools (CDS). Most of these run courses that are ‘accredited’ by NCDT. This organisation assesses courses every few years and decides whether each is up to a sufficient standard – a process called ‘accreditation’. (At present, individual courses rather than the schools themselves are ‘accredited’. Check the NCDT’s website for the latest details.) Essentially, it is better to get on to an ‘accredited’ course. There are two reasons for this (apart from the obvious one of checks being made): (a) you will stand a much better chance of getting funding than you would for a ‘non-accredited’ one and (b) directors, agents and casting directors are far more inclined to pay attention to graduates of ‘accredited’ courses.

A complete list of CDS courses, called Guide to Professional Training in Drama & Technical Theatre, is available free of charge to all UK addresses from French’s Theatre bookshop (<www.theatre@samuelfrench-london.co.uk>). You can also download it and access all the CDS’s member schools’ websites via <www.drama.ac.uk>. In addition, you’ll find lots of useful information on funding on this site and on that of the NCDT <www.ncdt.co.uk>. The latter also contains a useful guide to the whole application and auditioning process entitled An Applicant’s Guide to Auditioning and Interviewing at Dance and Drama Schools. Other schools are listed in Actors’ Yearbook.

Note: At the time of writing, there is much discussion about changes in the way the ‘accreditation’ system works. No conclusions had been reached by the time this book went to press, but I’m assured that the principles will remain the same.

Drama school degrees Nowadays, most three-year, ‘accredited’ courses have BA status – in spite of the fact that there is little or no written component to the courses, let alone formal, written exams. Some one-year courses have MA status – these do require some written work. (Historically, the schools took the degree route to help students get funding on the same basis as those following conventional academic courses.) Degree status actually means very little in the acting profession and courses with degree status are not necessarily better than those without it. Some schools have been quite vociferous about not wishing to become embroiled in the whole philosophy and bureaucracy that is fundamental to degree education, believing that joining with a university would compromise the purely vocational character of their courses. One such adds: ‘Universities are academic institutions and the intelligence required of an academic is different from that required of an actor. Whilst some are blessed with both kinds, many talented and intelligent actors are of indifferent academic ability. We would not wish to exclude them.’ BA status will enable you to go on to a higher degree and enhance your employment prospects outside the profession – but not within it.

Duration of training For the school-leaver there’s no question that three years is essential. (I would advocate a
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