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S

itting in RCS Principal Jeffrey Sharkey’s airy office, with
its baby grand piano and round window seat looking
down over Renfrew Street, it feels a little like being in a
mini-oasis of calm.

Outside in the cafe, there’s the usual hubbub of students and staff
coming and going between classes; chatting, rehearsing lines,
practising scales, tweeting. Outside, Glasgow goes about its business.
Buses flash past as people rush to get out of the rain and the city’s
famous starlings swoop towards nearby George Square.
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“I’d like to turn this outside area into a performance space,” says
Sharkey in his soft mid-Atlantic accent. “It would bring the public
into RCS and make them realise that it’s really an arts centre for all.
There are more than 500 performances a year in this building and
they are all open to the public.”

“The great conservatoires in the US were created by people arriving
from Europe,” says Sharkey. “Scotland is now at the vanguard of
activity around the performing arts; offering our students the
knowledge to go out and change the world. The collaboration starts
early here. In fact it is embedded into the curriculum as a module
for every student in RCS.
Every student in their first year takes part in an Introduction to
Collaborative Practice module where they work with other first
year students from across all the programmes. The sparks which fly
around this can lead to long-lasting partnerships.”
As we talk, Sharkey enthuses about other collaborations
which are taking place, not least of all the newest one; a unique
partnership with Dumfries House in Ayrshire (read more about
this on page 16), which is set to work with its first students at the
end of 2016.
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A Principal
Perspective

Professor Jeffrey Sharkey has been Principal of the Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland since September 2014. A pianist and a composer, Sharkey
is passionate about creatives working across genres. “I fought hard
not to be labelled when I was studying piano and composition at
Manhattan School of Music in the 1980s,” he explains. “Art only thrives
when there is a huge variety of influences. My approach is that you
should never close doors. You can learn from everyone.”

Ever-open to new ways of pushing boundaries, last year, Sharkey
was delighted to see a new undergraduate degree, BA Performance
in British Sign Language and English, introduced to the
curriculum. The only higher education programme of its kind in
Europe, it is designed around the learning and teaching needs of
deaf performers.

“Scotland is now at the
vanguard of activity around
the performing arts; offering
our students the knowledge to
go out and change the world.”
Just three years before Sharkey’s arrival in Glasgow from Baltimore
(where he had been director of Johns Hopkins University’s Peabody
Institute), the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama (RSAMD)
changed its name to the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. This rebrand reflected a change in direction for a venerable institution
which had trained generations of musicians and actors since 1847.
In the last decade, Sharkey and his predecessor John Wallace, have
presided over huge changes at this world-famous conservatory
for the performing arts. Student numbers have doubled. New
programmes and genres have been introduced. While most
people think ‘music and drama’ when this famous Glasgow
institution comes up in conversation, now it offers so much more;
most notably Modern Ballet and the newly-designed Production
Arts and Design, Production Technology and Management and
Filmmaking programmes.

This brand new all-singing and dancing arts education programme
will give young people the opportunity to access high-quality,
specialist dance and music tuition and Sharkey is clearly excited
about the doors which will open as a result.
“This moves the wholly collaborative approach of RCS on
to a whole new level,” he says. “It’s a bold step to educate a
new generation of artists for Scotland and beyond.”
With all this pedagogical activity does he ever get time to play that
baby grand piano, I enquire? “I try to keep upping my own game,” he
laughs. “I have been collaborating with students from the Scottish
Traditional Music department lately and that has really taken me
out of my comfort zone!”

Inside
RCS life

Journalist Jan Patience
visits RCS to find out
exactly what goes on
behind the doors of
Scotland’s national
conservatoire

I
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t’s just another day in the seat of
learning and major arts venue that is
the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland.
As I climb the famous steps to the main
entrance, I see a young woman in a black
beret sitting on the steps reading Chekhov’s
famous play, The Cherry Orchard.
Walking into the large cafe area just inside
RCS, where I am meeting Musical Theatre
student Christopher Jordan Marshall, my
ears tune in to a mini-rehearsal in a distant
corner. The students are playing fiddle and
penny whistle.

Almost every day of the year, you will find
creative moments like this hatching within
the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland.
As its glossy new prospectus proclaims, ‘Life
is not a rehearsal’. These words could have
been written for every single one of the
thousands of students of all ages who have
poured through the doors of this academy of
the performing arts since it first flung them
open for business almost 170 years ago.
The Glasgow Athenaeum, as it was then
known, first opened in the middle of the
nineteenth century. At the time, Glasgow
was riding high as the Second City of the
Empire, enjoying a major economic boom
thanks to thriving industries, such as
shipbuilding and locomotive-making.
As a result, the arts flourished and bestselling author, Charles Dickens, arrived
in Glasgow just after Christmas in 1847
to formally open a new institution which
had the express aim of training musicians
to world-class standard. Drama was
introduced into the curriculum in 1886.

“I have absolutely loved my time here,” the
21-year-old says, whilst drinking a coffee in
the busy cafe bar. “It has helped me grow
into a young adult and into the person I
am now. This school has taught me to be
intelligent and to know my craft. This place
is for you to explore.”
Christopher, who was born in San Diego,
but grew up in East Kilbride, first became
interested in acting when he was at school.
Encouraged by an uncle who was involved
in amateur dramatics, he attended a
youth drama school in Glasgow where he
learned the basics of professional singing
technique.

In his opening speech, Dickens told his
audience, “I find the institution nobly
lodged; I find it with a reading-room, a
coffee-room, and a news-room; I find it with
lectures given and in progress, in sound,
useful and well-selected subjects.”
To bring Dickens’ words bang up-to-date,
this institution is still ‘nobly lodged’. But,
as he knew all-too-well, time and tide wait
for no man – or woman (he lived in sexist
times). Today, the RCS campus takes in its
tardis-like Renfrew Street base, as well as
the vast purpose-built Wallace Studios, a
ten-minute walk away on Garscube Road.
Students of all ages and at all stages come
here to learn the art forms on offer: music,
drama, dance, film and production. An
open and inclusive performing arts venue,
as well as a conservatoire, its facilities are
world-class and nearly 500 performances
are staged every year, with around 40,000
tickets issued annually.
In the Renfrew Street home, I walk along
labyrinth-like corridors and hear music
drifting out of rehearsal rooms across
the instrumental spectrum; from cello to
bagpipes to voice.
State-of-the art IT facilities reveal a digital
lab, recording studios, two concert halls, a
black box studio, a proscenium theatre and
the prestigious Alexander Gibson Opera
School. There’s even a table tennis table for
the down-time in between rehearsals and
performance time...
I drop in on a class and it turns out to be a
movement lesson for the BA Performance
degree - a groundbreaking new programme,
which is designed around the learning and
teaching requirements of deaf performers.
The only degree programme of its kind
in Europe, it’s fascinating to watch the
students interact with the tutor, learning
the art of performance.

Elsewhere in the Wallace Studios, I watch
a tutor and student on the BA Production
Arts and Design programme pour over the
infinitely-layered darkness of a set model
for Benjamin Britten’s pacifist opera, Owen
Wingrave, which was performed by students
studying opera at RCS in May 2016. The
Herald’s opera critic talked of the ‘brilliance
of this staging’ in his four-star review.
My guide for this whistle-stop tour tells
me that employment rates are high for these
backstage artists once they leave RCS – in fact
RCS has recently been recognised as having
the highest graduate employment rate of
all Scottish higher education institutions,
with 97% of graduates finding work or going
into further education within six months
of graduating.

Christopher Jordan Marshall

“By fifth year, my passion was music and
drama,” he says. “I applied to RCS and was
invited to audition. It was always musical
theatre I was interested in and the programme
had been running for a good few years by then.
I was shocked to get a first audition. Then I
was shocked to get a second and finally a
third audition. Well over a thousand people
from all over the world had applied and
there were only 16 places.”

Almost every
day of the year,
you will find
creative moments
hatching within
the Royal
Conservatoire
of Scotland

“I was shaking with nerves each time and at
the final audition, when we had to sing in
front of a panel and then devise a singing/
dance routine, I was feeling really poorly
with laryngitis and labyrinthitis. When I
heard I got in I quite literally jumped for joy.”

Now on the cusp of a promising career –
Christopher’s performance as the Emcee
in Cabaret was described as ‘stunning’ – he
credits the training he received here as
“setting him up for life.”
Studying at RCS is all about making
and
creating
opportunities
and
Christopher has grabbed it with both
hands. A special RCS showcase in
front of potential agents in London and
Glasgow in January of his third year saw
Christopher sign up with leading agency,
Curtis Brown. By the time it came to play the
Emcee part, Christopher was ready to put
everything he learned in his first two years
at RCS into the character. There was a lot of
expectation riding on the performance, he
admits now.
“It was time to consolidate and explore
technique. I put everything I learned in my
first two years – as well as my whole heart –
into that character. I realised quickly that it
was also a leadership role as that character
leads the company.”
Not long after his performance in Glasgow,
Christopher went to the US with a group
of fellow students. While there he met RCS
alumnus, Alan Cumming, who won a Tony
award for the same Emcee role on Broadway.
Now, he is set to follow the A-list star by
starring in the Christmas show later this
year at the Tron Theatre in Glasgow. “Alan
Cumming did the same thing when he
graduated from the RCS years ago, so that’s
something!”, he grins.
And with that. He’s off. Life is not a
rehearsal...
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In another corner, a huddle of students are
sorting through a mountain of film camera
kit. Opposite them an impromptu rendition of
happy birthday bursts out in a group of what
is very clearly some talented vocal students.

For one student, looking back on three years
at RCS just before he graduates with a BA in
Musical Theatre, the experience has been
life-changing. Christopher Jordan Marshall
gained plaudits for his performance as the
Emcee in an RCS production of Cabaret in
spring 2016 (pictured on the front cover).

W

ithin RCS, you will find some of the world’s finest
exponents of their particular art forms; be it music,
drama, dance, film or production.

“We have had many incredible moments at Wild Card Thursdays,
not least the time when the students went to the cafe in the RCS
public area and sang Tudor choral music by Thomas Tallis.”

David Watkin, who took up his position as Head of Strings at RCS in
January 2015, is no exception.

“I didn’t know it was going to happen. If it had been an organised
performance, you’d have had to put all sorts of things in place
beforehand but as it was, it just happened spontaneously. I love that
element of performance. Education should be all about developing
artists and collaboration.

Described by Richard Egarr as “one of the greatest continuo
cellists on the planet”, his recording of Bach’s Cello Suites has been
much garlanded.

“Wild Card Thursdays have sent students off in all sorts of different
directions. Studying string instruments can be famously specialised
and framed in a particular way that they can lose touch with the fact
they are actually telling a story through their playing.

Earlier this year, he became the first cellist to win BBC Music
Magazine’s Instrumental Award (voted for by the public) for his
recording. The same recording also took home a Gramophone
Award, and was named in the Guardian’s ‘Best of Classical Music’
events of 2015.
David, who is also a sought-after conductor, has earned his spurs
as a professional musician. He has played Principal Cello in
some of the world’s leading ensembles; English Baroque Soloists,
Orchestre Revolutionnaire et Romantique, the Orchestra of the Age
of Enlightenment, the Philharmonia Orchestra and the Scottish
Chamber Orchestra to name but a few.
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Strings are in his DNA. Both parents were violin teachers and he first
picked up a cello at the age of seven. Together with his brother, who
is now a violin maker, the family even had its own string quartet.
Watkin didn’t follow a traditional ‘conservatoire’ route like many fellow
strings professional players. He attended specialist music school, Wells
Cathedral School, before studying musicology at Cambridge. He was
also a choral scholar at Cambridge and learned cello privately until he
began working with various London orchestras.
“I am under-qualified but that is perfect,” Watkin says with typical
understatement. “It means I can question everything.”

“Some music students are now doing modules in Shakespeare,
which I think is wonderful. It is a way of motivating with a playfully
serious approach and because of these sessions, there is much
more interaction with the rest of the school.”

“Within the RCS, we have
experts in the fields of all
sorts of art forms: dance,
traditional music, movement,
acting, jazz and more. It seems
crazy not to take advantage
of them. I see it as a chance
to bring in people.”

“This is their time to
experiment and get it wrong.”
One of the first Wild Card guests was Scots jazz legend, Tommy
Smith, who, as well as being Head of Jazz at RCS, is also regarded as
one of the finest saxophonists of his generation.
Last autumn, conductor, double bass player and broadcaster, Sandy
Burnett, led students through an unforgettable ‘Embrace Mistakes’
session on music and creativity.
For strings players, raised on a strict regime of scales and endless
hours of practice on their lonesome, it can come as a shock to the
system, says Watkin.
“I ask students to bring an instrument and an open mind,” he
explains. “Within the RCS building, we have experts in the fields of
all sorts of art forms: dance, traditional music, movement, acting,
jazz and more. It seems crazy not to take advantage of them. I see it
as a chance to bring in people”.
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His innovations since arriving at RCS include Wild Card Thursdays,
where he invites his students to loosen up as an invited guest gives
a two-hour workshop on a subject about which the students know
nothing at all.

Watkin’s unique free-spirited approach to teaching has been
praised for giving his students the opportunity to think differently
about how they perform.
“David’s teaching encourages active listening, collaboration and
thoughtful rehearsal and performance.” says Director of Music
Gordon Munro.
You won’t find David Watkin crowing about his achievements as a
performer, or as a conductor or even as an educator.
“We are not guru people,” he states categorically. I’ve been in Soviet
countries and you get that type of teaching. I say to students, ‘don’t
copy me!’ – I have enough trouble finding my own version of Bach.”
The fact that there is only one conservatoire in Scotland is its
unique selling point, he argues. “Our students are in big demand
to go out and work with orchestras which are based in Glasgow
just a short distance away, such as Scottish Opera and the Scottish
Chamber Orchestra. It gives students a very strong sense of being
in a professional working environment and encourages connection.
“We have our own programme of performances with 75 strings
performances taking place throughout the year. These concerts we
put on are for the students to learn from. I have not done my job
properly if I haven’t given my students all the learning opportunities
at my disposal.
“This is their time to experiment and get it wrong.”

Constructing a
Creative Campus
G

Paying it
forward

raduate and BAFTA-winning actor James McAvoy has created the James McAvoy Drama
Scholarship at RCS to enable more young Scots to access the opportunities which a drama
education offers. Martha Roseweir, aged 14, was awarded a scholarship to take part in a fiveday acting course through the RCS Lifelong Learning department. Here, she tells us what it was like
coming to RCS for the first time.

10

What did you know about James McAvoy before you applied to
the scholarship fund?
James McAvoy has always been a familiar face! Growing up, I’ve
watched him in classic films like The Chronicles of Narnia. More
recently he starred in Victor Frankenstein, partly-filmed in Dunnottar
Castle, which is just up the coast from the village I live in. I think it’s
great he is giving people opportunities to take part in expressive arts
courses which they might not otherwise be able to do.

This goal got off to a good start when, in March 2016, the QS World
Rankings were announced, placing RCS in sixth place of all performing
arts institutions in the world – ahead of establishments such as Guildhall
School of Music and Drama, Berkeley and the Paris Conservatoire.
This recognition has not gone unnoticed
– application numbers are up, with high
quality candidates across both the School
of Music and School of Drama, Dance,
Production and Screen. RCS wants to
grow and aims to attract more of the most
talented performers and production artists
from across the world. To achieve this
ambition, the institution needs to develop
its campus.

The new spaces will be used by students across all RCS programmes,
including the Junior Conservatoire and widening access initiatives.
“We want to continue to provide the very best learning and teaching
environment for our students,” says Principal Sharkey, who is
overseeing his first major development project at RCS.
“This Creative Campus initiative will allow us to create 30 new,
state-of-the-art rehearsal and teaching spaces in our Renfrew Street
building, meaning we can increase the number of students we teach
and also enhance the one-to-one teaching
opportunities here.”

To find out more about the
Creative Campus and how
you can help support the
development project, please
visit rcs.ac.uk/support

This is why RCS has chosen to launch a new £2.3 million Creative
Campus development campaign that will see the institution firmly
establish itself as the leading choice for any young performer
considering conservatoire study.
The Creative Campus will see the ‘west wing’ of the Renfrew
Street building transformed. Two large rehearsal rooms will be
re-imagined into a suite of practice rooms and ensemble space,
complete with a mezzanine level.

The Creative Campus campaign was
launched at a glittering gala performance
of the five-star musical Cabaret, followed
by a dinner with special guests including
Susan Boyle.

“What better way to launch this
development campaign than at this simply
awesome performance of Cabaret, which has received rave, fivestar reviews? The final year students from across the conservatoire
performing in the show - from Musical Theatre, Music, and
Production degree programmes - are fine examples of the uniquely
wonderful benefits of a conservatoire education. An education
at RCS is like no other – and we want more students to
experience this.”
The fundraising campaign is set to be complete by December 2016,
with students accessing the new spaces from the start of 2017.

Has the experience made you want to come back for more
of the same?
I have always looked at RCS as somewhere I’d want to study and this
course reinforced that. It would be great to have a future studying
there if they’d take me. These courses for young people really teach
you a lot and push you to test your own boundaries to master new
skills. It’s also great fun!

Martha outside Dunnottar Castle
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A

t the end of 2015, the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland
published its new strategic plan, declaring itself as
‘bold’, ‘ambitious’ and ‘optimistic about its future’ and
setting forth an agenda to be a globally-recognised leader in
performing arts education.

What was the course like?
Excellent! We were taught by industry professionals such as
Moe Abutoq, Fraz Raheem, Martin McCardie, Steven Duffy and
the lovely David Hayman. The tutors were very knowledgeable,
enthusiastic and generous with their time which made for a
supported and engaging experience. We worked on various
technical and creative aspects of the acting craft, such as character
development, performance of monologues to camera, script-based
scene development, vocal and physical performance skills as well
as script analysis.
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The New Year performance season began in
earnest with Così fan tutte, directed by Nicolette
Molnár and conducted by Professor Timothy
Dean. The run began in the New Athenaeum
Theatre before touring to Perth.
January’s Into the New festival took place in a
new venue, the Pearce Institute, and featured
original performance pieces from final year
Contemporary Performance Practice students.
The Creative Campus campaign launched in
March with a glittering gala performance of
Cabaret featuring final year Musical Theatre
students. The five-star show took place in the
New Athenaeum Theatre, and featured an
impressive set, designed by RCS graduate 		
Kenneth McLeod.
We marked the 400th anniversary of
Shakespeare’s death by collaborating with our
partners, the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra,
Glasgow School of Art and the University of
Glasgow to create a multi-disciplinary
performance fit for the Bard.
Prince Charles meets male ballet dancers at
the official launch of the Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland at Dumfries House partnership.
The dancers performed a piece choreographed
especially for them by Jamiel Laurence,
Whit’s fir Ye!
In July 2016, 264 students received their degree
scrolls from Principal Sharkey, as well as some
very special honorary doctorates, including
David Tennant.
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2015/16 saw the first ever female jazz drummer
enrol on to the BMus degree programme.

A

nne Clutterbuck saw her first
opera almost 80 years ago in the
German city of Stuttgart. Even
though it was several lifetimes ago, her
memory of that night is crystal clear. “It
was part of Wagner’s Ring Cycle,” she
recalls. “And it was quite something.”

Realising that forging a career as an opera
singer was going to be a long and possibly
rocky road, Stefan went on to take parts in
chorus mentoring projects with Graham
Vick’s Birmingham Opera Company.
There, before gaining a place at the
RCS on its prestigious Master of Opera
programme, he worked with members
of the local community towards fully
staged performances of Mussorgsky’s
Khovanshchina and Tippett’s The Ice Break.

Anne, who has just celebrated her 96th
birthday, was living with a family in
Stuttgart for a few months to improve her
German. A doctor’s daughter from a small
village in North Yorkshire, her eyes and ears
were alert to the febrile mood of a nation on
the cusp of war.

Anne and Stefan are linked not just by
a love of opera but by a more practical
common bond. Anne helps to fund Stefan’s
studies on the two-year Master of Opera
programme.

She even recalls attending one of Hitler’s
mass rallies and being struck by the
theatricality of this chilling exercise in
propaganda.

It was a lifetime’s love affair with classical
music which led to Anne, who lives in
Edinburgh, ‘adopting’ an opera student every
year from RCS, then known as the Royal
Scottish Academy of Music and Drama.
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Stefan Berkieta saw his first opera in 2009.
The 26-year-old remembers it vividly too.
“I was studying for my finals at Cambridge
University at the time and listening
non-stop to the music of Tosca on my
headphones. I wasn’t studying music, I
was doing English Literature. My girlfriend
was frustrated I didn’t know what it was all
about so she took me to a production at
Royal Opera House in London directed by
Jonathan Kent. That was it. I was hooked.”

“I dropped out of the Royal Northern
College of Music to join the chorus at
Glyndebourne,” he explains. “And that’s
how I found myself naked on stage in a
giant fridge freezer!”

An
interview
with a
donor and
her scholar

Worlds
apart
together

“I used to go to concerts regularly with my
grandson and we went over a lot to Glasgow.
I’ve taken a great interest in the students over
the years, and this interest developed into
supporting a scholarship fund specifically
for opera students.
“One student, a mezzo soprano, even came
over and sang for my 90th birthday party. I
have had a tremendous amount of pleasure
from being involved with the students.”
Stefan and Anne first met when she came
to Glasgow to see him sing Der Lindenbaum
(the fifth song of Franz Schubert’s song
cycle Winterreise). Stefan was overjoyed to
meet the donor who had made his studies
financially possible. “It was great to say
thank you in person. It’s so much nicer to
have contact with people rather than just
be supported by a nameless fund. To be
supported as an artist is a wonderful thing.”

“To be supported
as an artist is a
wonderful thing.

Moving from London to Glasgow to study
has been an upheaval for Stefan, who
married in the summer of 2015. His wife is
also a musician and studied at RCS. “She
is coming to live in Glasgow for my second
year,” he says. “Which will make life more
normal but because we are both involved in
the music world, we understand you have to
do certain things to progress.”

“You are singing and acting. Often in a
language you don’t know. The exposure and
training you receive through taking part in
full-scale productions is phenomenal.

Stefan describes his first year as ‘intense’.
“The first thing I did was learn 3.5 hours worth
of Italian for a performance of Così fan tutte.
Training as an opera singer is so complex.

“At RCS, working across two year groups,
you really find out what you are capable
of. The moment you finish one production,
you’re on to the next one. It’s the best place
to find things out. To go for it and not mess
it up!

“After Così fan tutte, we were straight into
rehearsals for a Benjamin Britten opera
called Owen Wingrave. Both were chosen by
programme leaders for particular reasons.”

“I am a Bass Baritone and a voice takes a
long time to develop.”

“One student, a mezzo soprano,
even came over and sang for
my 90th birthday party. I have
had a tremendous amount of
pleasure from being involved
with the students.”

One of the key things about studying at
RCS, according to Stefan, is the connections
which are made. “Since I have been here,
I have worked with the Dunedin Consort
under John Butt, singing St. John’s Passion.
You make fantastic contacts.
“This summer I was part of the Edinburgh
International Festival’s performance of
Elgar’s The Apostles, singing with the Royal
Conservatoire Voices under Professor
Timothy Dean, which also featured RCS
alumna Karen Cargill. Getting the chance
to do extra projects at the highest level is
great. Who knows where it will lead?”
Anne Clutterbuck nods her head in
agreement. Happy to have played a part
in one more young musician’s voyage
of discovery.
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Just four years later, having thrown himself
into a career in music, the baritone bass
found himself on stage in the chorus with
Glyndebourne Festival Opera in Kent’s
headline-grabbing version of Rameau’s
Hippolyte et Aricie.

“I’ve been involved with sponsoring
students for the last 15 years or so,” she
explains. “When I got to 80 I was told I
should cut down on the sport of curling
because it was getting too dangerous.

“I tried having a share in a racehorse as I
loved to watch them running but I found it
impossible to see them racing.

The power
of partnership

2

016 saw a new, royal partnership formed between the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland
and Dumfries House – a partnership with high ambitions to open music and dance
conservatoire education to the west coast of Scotland.

Dumfries House, nestled in the middle of the Ayrshire countryside, is one of Scotland’s architectural
jewels. Saved from closure by HRH Prince Charles almost ten years ago, it has become a centre of
education and regeneration, offering training opportunities to the local community in engineering,
art and hospitality. With Dumfries House wishing to add performing arts to its growing portfolio, a
partnership with RCS was formed through HRH Prince Charles who is patron to both institutions.
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Through this partnership, RCS hopes to offer more educational opportunities to young people across
the nation. Principal Jeffrey Sharkey shared his hopes for the future of this initiative.
“There’s something particularly distinctive about the work of RCS, and at its heart is our role as a
national and international institution for the whole of Scotland. Working with Dumfries House will
allow us to expand and educate a new generation of performing artists for Scotland and beyond.”

Launched in June by HRH, the partnership was co-ordinated by Kenneth Dunsmuir, Administrative
Director of Dumfries House, and interestingly, an alumnus of RCS. Kenneth graduated in 1980 from
the School of Music.
“I came to RSAMD (as it was known then) as a piano student. But I left not just knowing how to be
a pianist; RSAMD taught me everything I’ve needed to carve a successful career. It taught me timekeeping, communication, confidence and how to act professionally.
“Never underestimate the importance of the performing arts – even if you don’t end up with a
performing career – you will learn the most valuable skills for life.”
The plans for this partnership are bold. The vision is to offer Junior Conservatoire education
at Dumfries House in dance and music to children in Ayrshire. As Principal Sharkey stressed
to the audience at the official launch of the partnership, to become successful in ballet or music,
the educational journey needs to begin at a young age. And what better environment for young
performers to learn in and be inspired than the stunning setting of this royal house?
It’s not just young performers who will benefit from this new initiative. Starting in the 2016/17 season, RCS
will programme a series of public concerts to be held at Dumfries House. So Ayrshire audiences will soon
have a chance to see RCS musicians, actors and dancers on the stage at Dumfries House.
With the royal approval from HRH Prince Charles, these two unique Scottish establishments hope to
use this power of partnership to inspire potential talent of new performers for the nation and beyond.
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“Access to the arts and excellent arts education has a major part to play in ensuring future generations
are agile, resilient, creative and confident. It is our mission, with this new partnership to break down
as many financial, social and geographical barriers as possible, to allow young people access to the
arts education we can offer.”

“I’ve also been lucky enough to work with
some of the best theatre directors around
which gives you confidence to be braver.
Mincing about on a horse in Russia was
pretty cool too.”
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t only 26 years old, Jack Lowden is already
a familiar face to British audiences. From
winning an Olivier award in 2014 for his
performance in Ghosts, he went on to star in the
BBC’s adaptation of the epic Russian classic War
and Peace and will feature in upcoming movies
Tommy’s Honour and Dunkirk. He has also just
wrapped the biopic film, Steven, based on the life
of Morrisey, where he plays the title role.
Jack spoke to us about his experiences of working in the industry
and what motivated him to become an actor at such a young age.

You graduated from the BA Acting programme in 2011 –
can you tell us about your studies at RCS? What did you find
most useful?
I found the programme really flexible and it allowed you to study
and work professionally at the same time. During my studies I
had the opportunity to perform in Black Watch with the National
Theatre of Scotland and this was an amazing experience.
Why did you choose to study in Glasgow? Do you have
any favourite Glasgow hotspots you’d recommend to
our students?
I come from the Borders so moving to Glasgow was exciting. It’s a
great city, I miss it a lot. Favourite jaunts were the Buff Club, Butterfly
and the Pig, The Arches, and of course Trader Joes. I was very lucky,
as when I was at the Royal Conservatoire the unparalleled Louis
Abbot ran the Open Mic night at Traders, we’d all be humouring
each other with below par renditions, until Louis finally grabbed
the mic and sang. The guy’s on a different level. That’s the thing at
RCS, you’re surrounded by talent.

We’ve seen you on the stage, TV and now you’re set to hit the
big screen in Tommy’s Honour, Steven and Dunkirk. What
have been your career highlights in the past five years?
Black Watch will always continue to be my favourite job for a
multitude of reasons, but most recently I would have to say filming
Steven (the biopic of Morrisey). I loved playing that guy but playing
a lead in something is so valuable when it comes to film. Getting to
be on set EVERY day is a massive bonus. I’ve also been lucky enough
to work with some of the best theatre directors around which gives
you confidence to be braver and braver. Mincing about on a horse
in Russia (in War and Peace) was pretty cool too.
Who have you worked with to date that has inspired you in the
professional industry?
I’m working with Mark Rylance and Cillian Murphy at the minute,
who are both in leagues of their own, but also both have a sense
of humour about the work and a wide eyed interest in every moment.
Most recently I worked with Rachel Weisz, and she’s just simply
one of the best I’ve ever seen work. Utterly fearless and ferociously
smart; sometimes before takes she’s just standing muttering
stuff and if she catches your eye she’ll develop it into a wee improv
with you. I found this terrifying at first but then I realised that
she’s doing it to relax herself, and you. She just goes for everything
in a scene.
What tips would you give to students on the programme, or
prospective students, about working as an actor in the UK?
Only care about stuff that’s within your control, so as early as
you can, begin to think that what you’re doing is right.
‘Dithering about’ is a killer, start believing you’ve made the
right choice, whether it’s a line, scene or job. It could be wrong,
but it doesn’t matter, clock your instinct and commit. And make
choices passionately, have an opinion, and people will want to work
with you.
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You’ve been involved in drama from a young age; what was it
about drama that you loved and what inspired you to study for
a career as an actor?
I don’t really remember not wanting to do it. And if I’m being honest
I think I realised one day that it was what I found easier than other
stuff so I thought “Well that’s what I should do then”. But also my
parents have never told me or my brother (he’s a ballet dancer) that
we couldn’t have a pop; they’re incredibly encouraging as long as
we like what we do.

You studied on the programme with fellow Scot actors Kevin
Guthrie and Andrew Rothney. What do you think has been the
key to your year group’s success?
Aye, a bunch of us see each other a lot, we’re very close.
I’m actually working with Kevin at the moment on Dunkirk, which
is a great feeling. I was surrounded by some extremely hard
workers in my year, talented but they worked hard. And they also
had a humility about them; they know to take the job seriously but
not themselves.

A

my Conachan, 25, graduated in 2015 with
a BA in Acting. Whilst studying at RCS,
Amy starred in the critically-acclaimed
Wendy Hoose, which premiered at The Tron
Theatre in Glasgow before going on tour to
Spain and London. She recently joined the cast
of Hollyoaks, in which she plays the role of
Courtney Campbell.
What was your time at RCS like?
It was a wonderful experience; I learned more than I could ever
have imagined, gained invaluable experience and made life-long
friends. It was really a dream come true. It was also very challenging
at times and it really tested me not only as a performer but as a
person. A year on from graduation, I can say RCS definitely prepares
you for what is coming in the industry.

Wendy Hoose, which is about dating a disabled person, was
described in The Guardian as ‘rude, ribald and hilariously
off-colour’. Not the kind of thing which you would normally
discuss with your parents?
I honestly couldn’t wish for a more supportive family. They are all so
excited about what I’m doing and love the fact they’ve seen the hard
work up to this point and now get to celebrate the successes. It’s a
really hard job at times, having a family who are there for you and
keep you grounded and motivated is very important.
I wouldn’t be where I am without them. Wendy Hoose was a tad
‘below the belt’ (pardon the pun). It’s not exactly the kind of play
you would gladly invite your parents to come and see. But it was a
lot of fun and a great laugh and something I was very proud to be
a part of. My mum and twin sister, Joanne, saw it many times and
LOVED it. My dad was banned! There’s some things you can never
unsee once you’ve seen them and I think my dad would thank me
for saving him from that!

Amy
Conachan
Alumni focus
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It’s funny because you only get accepted if you are already at a
particularly high level, so you go in there almost thinking like you
already know it all. But you don’t! It’s amazing how much you
change throughout the three years, especially as an actor but also
as a person. You grow up, you learn to do ‘less’ while also doing
so much more. You grow to accept people learn and progress at
different times and in different ways.

How did you get involved in Wendy Hoose?
Johnny McKnight (a fellow RCS graduate) wrote it with me in mind,
so when we got to the development stage, the play was almost
there. The play was such fun and just perfect for both me and James
(co-star James Young). A dream first job, in fact. Over the two years
it ran, I think I really progressed which was so nice as an actor
because you never really get that opportunity to see a character
develop like that over such a long period of time.

Which productions did you appear in?
In second year I played Sicinius in an all-female production of
Coriolanus. I absolutely loved this show. It was so exciting to change
one of Shakespeare’s most difficult plays in such a significant way.
We actually took the play to a festival in St Petersburg, Russia; which
was very interesting to say the least.
In third year, I played Toinette, in a Scots version of Moliere’s
The Hypochondriac. This was probably my most favourite
role throughout the three years of study. It was so much fun getting
to play such a funny and feisty character. I loved playing with
the Scots language and because the play was ‘high style’, we were
able to push the limits and have fun with how far we could stretch
the characters. I would love to play her again.
I then played Carol in our final production of 13 by Mike Bartlett,
which also travelled to London. For those who don’t know the play,
it has a relatively big cast for today’s standards, which makes it much
more like an ensemble piece. Working as a team is a skill in itself.
There is always the element of that in any production because you
have to react off each other in a scene, but it’s another thing when
you have to pull together to get through an entire play. It was hard
work but very rewarding.

In early 2014, when Wendy Hoose was first staged,
you were asked if you are ‘becoming the go-to Scottish disabled
actor’. You answered that while your name was getting
‘out there’, you were likely to be cast in a disabled role.
Is that changing?
I think my role on Hollyoaks might be the start of that. The storyline,
at the moment, has nothing to do with disability. Although, I
assume it will be featured at some point, I still think it’s great to be
introduced as a character who HAS a disability but isn’t ABOUT that
disability. Although I have been working for a couple of years now,
I still feel like I’m introducing myself to the industry because I did
only graduate a year ago. I still feel comfortable playing those roles
for now. Ask me again in another two years!
What’s on the horizon now?
I have just started filming a new role on Hollyoaks, playing Courtney
Campbell. For fans of the show, she is Cameron’s cousin. She comes
in to investigate the disappearance of Lockie, Cameron’s brother,
who he recently murdered!
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“I honestly couldn’t wish for a more supportive family.
They are all so excited about what I’m doing and love the
fact they’ve seen the hard work up to this point and now get
to celebrate the successes.”

W

hen we meet in a coffee house in Glasgow’s
West End, Chris Duncan (aka Mercury Music
Prize nominated artist C. Duncan), is taking a
breather in between a hectic summer schedule
of performing with his band at music festivals all over Europe,
including Glastonbury and the far-flung Positivus Festival
in Latvia.
Just a few years ago, the RCS graduate was working a few doors down
at Offshore, a Bohemian cafe which attracts musicians and artists
a-plenty. That’s when he wasn’t being a postman in the Stirlingshire
village of Drymen, jumping between posting letters and serving in
the Post Office gift shop.
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Duncan, whose parents are both classical musicians, left the Royal
Conservatoire in 2011 with a BA in Composition. As someone
surrounded by music from his earliest years, writing music came
naturally to him. He initially learned piano and viola (his mother is a
viola player) but his rigorous approach to the layers of what makes
music work made him a natural fit for the composition programme.

C Duncan

“The friends I made
were writing music for
video games and the
like. It’s very difficult to
make a living. With pop,
you just have to take it
out there.”

It adds: “The results of this methodical and isolationist recording
process give us charming lo-fi folk with the harmonic width
of choral composition, the sweetness of barbershop and the rough
eloquence that has so readily soundtracked Glasgow over the
past decades.”
Duncan’s 2015 debut album, Architect, quickly began to
win plaudits and air-play, with praise raining down from the
likes of Lauren Laverne, Radcliffe and Maconie, Vic Galloway,
Ricky Ross and more. It was described in the Guardian as,
“hauntingly pretty, intricately arranged…Will blow you away with
its awed atmosphere and reverential sense of rapture…Exquisite
and unearthly.”
Architect was nominated for a Mercury Prize Award last year, with
the judges declaring his music to be: “The dream pop world of a
meticulous sonic craftsman – wide-eyed, spacious and hypnotic.”

“Studying Composition at RCS
was a fantastic experience.
The people who teach on the
programme are very open
like-minded, it’s a very unstuffy
department. Pop and jazz is just
as important as classical music.
There was no restriction. I was
encouraged to play pop as much
as classical composition.”

Although Duncan says he was a typical composition student in that
he ‘didn’t like performing’, now it’s all in a day’s work. He played in
bands as a teenager, learning along the way to play guitar, bass and
drums (he says badly but we’re not altogether convinced…)

Earlier this year, he was
shortlisted for the Scottish
Album of the Year award.
The judges had this to
say: “Architect showcases
a
huge
breadth
in
Christopher’s songwriting
abilities.
“While tracks like Say are
characterised by their
gentleness and warmth,
Garden is bright, sunny,
irrepressible.
“Others draw more overtly
from electronic music
and modern composition;
Duncan references The
Knife and Arvo Pärt as
willingly as Burt Bacharach
and The Carpenters.

“When Talk Talk, Fleet
Foxes, Grizzly Bear, The Ink Spots and the compositions of Maurice
Ravel and Gabriel Fauré are thrown into the mix, the record
collection that informs Christopher’s music starts to become clear.”

“I was not a natural performer,” he admits, “but I have been
doing it a lot with my band in the last few years so I don’t get
nervous anymore!”

None of the above has gone to Chris Duncan’s head. Some four
years after leaving RCS, he has started to make a decent living from
his music but it’s all down to hard graft and focus for this artist who
is always looking to ‘the next thing.’

Duncan was signed by Brighton-based Fat Cat Records in 2013. He
had sent demos to two record labels. One was Fat Cat, who produce
work by acts he’d grown up listening to, such as Animal Collective.

After a marathon touring schedule, which ends in February 2017
with a gig at 02 Shepherd’s Bush Empire in London, he’ll take stock
and probably head back into the studio.

He had been busy writing music in his bedroom studio (where he
also paints) in the two years in between leaving RCS and sending
demos out.

“I’ll start work on a third album,” he says. “I’d also like to do a
classical album. That is definitely on the horizon. I’m also thinking
that at some point I would like to return to RCS to do a Masters. I
want to learn more about contemporary classical music.”

Clearly Fat Cat liked what they heard because they more or less got
back to him immediately offering to sign him.

Watch this space. C Duncan is a young man with a bright future.
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“Studying Composition at
the Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland was a
fantastic
experience.
The people who teach
on the programme are
very open like-minded.
It’s a very unstuffy
department. Pop and
jazz is just as important
as classical music. There
was no restriction. I was
encouraged to play pop
as much as classical
composition.”

In his biography on the Fat Cat Records website, his famously layered
instrumental style is described as being ‘contemporary dream pop’.
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