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I’ve used ‘he’ and ‘his’ throughout to denote either gender, except when obviously female. I considered using ‘his or her’ or ‘s/he’ but found them clumsy. My decision should not be interpreted to imply anything other than grammatical convenience.
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What it takes


Directing plays is difficult.


Putting together a coherent evening of theatre requires many skills. The aim of this book is to describe what those skills are, and give some sense of how a person wanting to become a theatre director might acquire them. The emphasis is on the professional theatre, but the book should be useful in other contexts – amateur dramatics, university, secondary schools and so on. Directing is directing, wherever you do it. If the emphasis is on text-based theatre, it’s because it’s the area that I know best. It’s also the one that the young director is most likely to encounter.


But have you got what it takes?


Skill


The first skill you need to acquire is how to read a play. This isn’t always as easy as it sounds. A director needs to be able to read dialogue, hear different voices and sense the dramatic action within the text. This isn’t taught at university or college and certainly not at school, and many literate, intelligent people can’t read plays at all. But a director needs to be good at it.


Second, you need to have some conviction about why you want to stage a particular play and an ability to communicate this to a number of people. If the play is a classic, you need to understand its original context, but also know why it’s worth reviving now. You may have to know how to cut it and, if it was written in a foreign language, be able to tell a good translation from a bad one. If the play is new, you’ll need to champion it and argue that it should be performed. You’ll have to work closely with the writer and understand what he’s trying to say. You may have to help him rewrite it – sometimes drastically – so you need to develop a grasp of the way that dramatic writing works.


If you’re working professionally, you’ll need to convince managements that they should put their money into your production. And in the amateur as much as the professional theatre, you must understand the business side: how to budget a production, draft funding applications, understand box office estimates and so on. You need to know how to negotiate with managers and agents and how to secure rights.


Third, you have to learn how to work with a team of artists and technicians, each with his own skills and demands, but also with his own anxieties and concerns. You need to be the leader of that team, while respecting individual strengths and abilities. You need to convey your passion, while giving clear and sober guidance.


Fourth, you need to know just how important casting is and how to ask the right questions about what the play requires. If working professionally, you need to be familiar with the work of as many actors and actresses as possible, and gain some sense of what they can and can’t do. You need to work with casting directors, know how to hold auditions, deal with agents, negotiate contracts and handle questions about billing. In short, you need to learn how to employ actors.


Fifth, you need to work with a designer. You have to find the right designer for you and your project, and then collaborate with him. You need to think your way through such complex issues as how to set Shakespeare and the classics, and you must be able to communicate your choices with clarity and force. You need to know how the placing of doors, furniture and other objects affects the rhythm and shape of the piece, and you must work with a production team in making your vision come to life, in budget, on time, and within particular physical constraints.


Sixth, in rehearsal, you need to give leadership, help and support to your actors, recognising that each of them has individual needs and problems. You need to give clear, practical direction to older actors who may have been on stage longer than you’ve been alive, but also to others of your own age, possibly from very different backgrounds. You need to be helpful and know when to intervene, but also when to leave alone. You need to demand the best without forgetting that you can’t do the actors’ work for them, and you must inspire, cajole, instruct and help them achieve their best.


You must develop an ear for the sound and rhythm of the play and know how to orchestrate and conduct it. You need to get actors to respond to the specific musicality of the piece, be it Shakespeare or Sheridan, Aeschylus or Ayckbourn, without cramping their own work on character and motivation.


You need to learn when it doesn’t matter that the action is too slow or too quiet, but also when the right thing to say is ‘louder and faster’; when it needs more pace, volume and energy, but also when it should be delicate, still and quiet. You need to develop an understanding of three-dimensional space and how to arrange actors on stage in such a way that the story is clear, the dramatic action is focused, and the audience is looking at what they should be looking at. You need to know how to create resonant images, without forgetting that the actors’ innate energy and diversity paint a more dynamic picture than anything you can artificially construct with their bodies.


You must learn how to pace rehearsals, when to encourage free association, research and experimentation, but also when to insist on clearly defined objectives and tasks. You need to know when to work on tiny sections, when to run scenes, and when to run the entire play. You need to sense when to be critical and when to give praise, when to ‘kick ass’ and when to sit on your hands. There must be a limit to your patience, but you must discover where that limit is, and know how to express your impatience constructively.


You need to know when you should stick to your guns, but also when to abandon your most cherished ideas. You need to know where to look for help and how to find your way through the dozens of helpful suggestions that a director is offered every day. You have to be able to deal with your own exhaustion, and know how to protect yourself from being run ragged. You must remain fresh and true to your vision.


Seventh, once you get into the theatre, you’ll have to work with a team of technicians and other artists on lighting, sound and music. You have to give them clear briefs, which allow them their own creativity, while also ensuring that their work is integrated with everybody else’s. You have to run a technical rehearsal within restricted time, and ensure that all the work gets done. Seeing the set and costumes under lights often comes as an enormous shock, and you may have to make difficult, sometimes unpopular changes. You have to discover how to use dress rehearsals positively, how to encourage actors to take over the stage and gain the confidence that will allow them to perform in front of an audience. But you also have to give them those last-minute and sometimes stern notes that can be so important.


Finally, you have to sit in an auditorium on the first performance, surrounded by strangers, and learn from them – about clarity and dramatic logic as well as rhythm, volume, visibility and so on. You need to rehearse on stage once the production is previewing, and know how to give notes from performances. You need to cope with the response you get from the audience, from your friends and colleagues and even from the press. Letting the production find its own feet is one of the hardest things to learn; depression and a sense of loss once the play is open are all too common, even with a success. And you’re going to have to be able to deal with all of that too.


But nobody ever said that directing plays was going to be easy.


Art


Becoming a theatre director requires more than simply acquiring a set of skills. Directing is an art form in its own right, and you need to accept that you’re becoming that most complex and obsessive of human beings: an artist.


Directing, like any art form, is an expression of the subconscious. And like every artist you will have to learn how to draw on your own resources: your observation and experience, your knowledge and education, your obsessions and intelligence, your neurosis and vulnerability. If you want actors to work from their own emotional centre, you need to gain self-knowledge about your own. And to do this you need to be in touch with your feelings and unembarrassed about expressing and sharing them, however private they may be. This reminds actors that good plays are about individual experience, and it’s this that will give your work that rich, rounded, human quality which is so desirable.


A director needs to develop what the Labour politician Denis Healey called ‘a hinterland’: an interest in things beyond the narrow world of the theatre. If in the best theatre ‘all human life is there’, interest and knowledge of an entirely non-theatrical subject can make a huge difference. I often find it revealing to ask a young director what was the last film he saw, or the last art exhibition he went to, or what novels he reads, or how often he listens to music. A director needs to be interested in history and society, psychology, economics and politics, as well as fine art. Knowledge of, and interest in, the wider world will give you a broad enough frame of reference to do interesting work, and make you into a director who has something to offer.


You need to develop your own approach to the theatre, and you may find that this is in opposition to the status quo. In a workshop given by Peter Brook I was asked what my criteria for directorial decisions were. I’d just directed A Doll’s House and had been amazed by the detail and precision of Ibsen’s theatrical vision. And so I said to Brook that my ‘holy grail’ was feeling confident that I was following the playwright’s intentions. I was told that this was ‘the cult of the personality’ and that such an approach led to ‘museum culture’. For Brook, the right answer seemed to be ‘theatrical immediacy’, a sense of being ‘in the present moment’. The fact that I disagreed with this famous and influential director (and still do) was useful in my own development – it helped me understand what I was doing and what I stood for.


Of course, there are no rules, no manual and no blueprint to theatre directing. There’s only you, the director – a living, complex human being – working with a group of other complex human beings: actors, technicians, stage managers, designers and so on. And you have to find your own voice, your own way of being a director, your own vision and skill. However many books on directing that you read, training courses you attend, or experienced directors you assist, you need to work out who you are, what you think the theatre is for, why you want to direct, and what the values are that will inform your work. And so, slowly but surely, you can build up your own taste, your own understanding of where you stand and what your work is for.


These, then, are your artistic beliefs.


Belief


The border between skill and art is a fine one, and it’s easy to lose track of where one ends and the other begins. The best productions are so rich in skill that it’s easy to forget the belief and vision that went into them. Three examples: Lindsay Anderson’s production of David Storey’s Home was full of finely nuanced insights into the details of class, age and a nation in decline, caught by two of the greatest actors of the twentieth century (John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson) on a brilliantly simple set by Jocelyn Herbert. It seemed to distil to its essence England in 1970 – proud yet senile, sentimental yet cruel. Another example might be Peter Brook’s breathtaking production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, performed by actors free of all the usual inhibitions and stuffiness so common in Shakespeare, in a brilliant white box with trapezes and spinning plates, like a dazzling Chinese circus. A third example might be Peter Stein’s revelatory production of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, which caught an entire society standing on the brink of catastrophe. It was a production which had drunk deep of historical research and was free of Chekhovian cliché, performed by actors extravagant in their emotions, concrete in their characterisation, and bathed in the brilliant white light of the doomed cherry orchard.


Productions of this quality are the result of much more than simply technical skill. They derive from strongly held artistic convictions: Lindsay Anderson’s lifelong fascination with Englishness and the realistic tradition in English Art, Peter Brook’s spiritual belief in the possibility of a theatre free of restricting cultural contexts, or Peter Stein’s commitment to realistically drawn human beings caught up in a particular historical moment. Different as these productions were, what united them was the belief that theatre could be more than show business, and that it could present the most profound truths of life.


And this should be your aim.
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What is a Theatre Director?


Although plays have been performed for two and a half thousand years, the theatre director is a relatively recent development. This isn’t the right place for a full history, but directors (as opposed to actor managers) didn’t really emerge until the late nineteenth century and the naturalistic movement in the theatre. Men such as the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen (1826–1914), Otto Brahm (1856–1912), William Archer (1856–1924), André Antoine (1858–1943), Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko (1859–1943), Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938), Aurélian-Marie Lugné-Poë (1869–1940), Max Reinhardt (1873–1943), Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874–1940), Harley Granville Barker (1877–1946) and Louis Jouvet (1887–1951) were all involved in creating a new kind of theatre, which had intellectual and artistic coherence, and was based on certain key principles.


But it was not until the twentieth century, particularly in post-war Europe and America, that directing came into its own as an art form. Figures such as Erwin Piscator (1893–1966), Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956), Tyrone Guthrie (1900–71), Harold Clurman (1901–80), Lee Strasberg (1901–82), Elia Kazan (1909–2003), George Devine (1910–65), Joan Littlewood (1914–2002), Ingmar Bergman (born 1918), Giorgio Strehler (1921–1997), Lindsay Anderson (1923–94), Peter Brook (born 1925), William Gaskill (born 1930), Peter Hall (born 1930), Ariane Mnouchkine (born 1934), Peter Stein (born 1937), Peter Gill (born 1939) and Patrice Chéreau (born 1944) all produced visionary work which revolutionised the modern theatre.


Different cultures


Every culture has its own idea of the theatre director.


The British and American theatre is still predominantly commercial, and regards the emergence of intellectual and artistic theatre directors with some suspicion. Because of the changing priorities of the funding bodies, the press and the public over the last fifty years, Britain has finally developed an ‘art theatre’, subsidised by the state, relatively free of commercial pressures, and committed to the highest standards. But this transition was a complicated process, and British directors are still having to negotiate their way through a set of contradictory challenges and opportunities, and the last twenty years have seen the return of many of those commercial imperatives. In America, with its less generous public support for the arts, it’s even harder for an artistic theatre to thrive.


In continental Europe, by contrast, the régisseur and the metteur en scène are treated as serious artists, intellectuals whose views on society are actively sought out. They are expected to express their opinions. They have an exalted role in their city, with chauffeur-driven cars, reserved restaurant tables and handsome salaries, and their appointments often have a political significance. Some develop an almost cult status, but the notion of entertainment is often forgotten. Clive James once said that directing opera is ‘what Germans do now they can’t invade Poland’. It’s a cruel joke, but it carries a grain of truth.


Each culture has its own idea of the theatre director, and it’s a role that’s continuing to evolve.


Being an artistic director


Because in the past director and producer have tended to be the same person, many professional theatre directors in Britain are also artistic directors, who run companies and buildings. This can produce fine results, where a theatre is rooted in the community and where the artistic director understands not simply the work on stage, but also the town or city where the theatre is situated. The boards and funders of British theatre have usually insisted that subsidised theatres should be ‘artistically led’ and occasionally the artistic director has taken on the role of Chief Executive as well. I’ve enjoyed being an artistic director working as ‘first among equals’ with an executive director, but some boards prefer to have one ‘boss’ (so that they know who to fire when things go wrong).


It’s important to stress that good stage directors are not necessarily good artistic directors, and, in a time when there’s increasing pressure on theatres to perform well financially, many artistic directors have to do much more than programme, cast and direct plays. Indeed, the pressures on an artistic director can be enormous and it’s often hard for him to keep his eyes on the job in hand. As a result many successful directors avoid running theatres altogether, and spend their lives working as freelancers. One of the commonly identified weaknesses of the regional theatres in Britain is the difficulty of attracting experienced and talented artistic directors.


Commercialism and subsidy


The English-speaking theatre, even the London fringe, is at heart a commercial place. The audience for new or radical work is small, and the audience for the less well-known classics is shrinking. The notion of an ‘art theatre’ appealing to a broad audience is on the wane, and the subsidised repertory theatres and touring companies who still uphold these ideals find themselves in an increasingly hostile climate.


The fact is that theatre is an expensive art form, appealing to a limited audience. Subsidy has kept ticket prices within the realm of possibility for middle-income audiences, but there’s no denying the exclusive nature of many theatres in Britain. Furthermore, subsidy provides less and less protection from the need to achieve commercial success. As a result, some say that in recent years the British theatre has made a pact with Mammon.


Whatever the cause, there’s an increasing appetite in the British theatre for sensation, celebrity and spectacle, fuelled by jaded critics, financial imperatives, and profit-seeking managements. Of course, the theatre needs high-octane celebrity events now and then. But the university graduate with a love for the great drama of the past and an appetite for exploring the modern world in dramatic form needs to look carefully at the water in which he is hoping to survive: it’s a shark-infested sea.


Power


In Britain today most directors are men, nearly all of them white, and the large majority privately educated. There have been some remarkable exceptions, and the situation is gradually changing. A few impressive women directors have emerged, but still white, and still privileged. While a prerequisite for theatre directing may be an easy personal authority, which some people are fed with their mother’s milk, the theatre needs to draw its artists from the widest possible social base or it will fade and die.


People who don’t work in the theatre sometimes imagine that the director is incredibly powerful, and driven by a crazed appetite for power. Again, the truth is more complex. Of course, as a director, you have influence over the overall shape and feel of the production, but the idea that directing a play is like piloting a jet plane is mistaken. The fact is that any power you have – beyond the important one of casting – is contingent on the relationships you’ve made with the individual actors and other artists. Just telling people what to do doesn’t produce creative results, and experienced directors know that actors have to give permission to direct them, if the work is to flourish.


Being a director can be confusing. It’s often hard to define your role: are you an acting coach or a psychoanalyst, an academic or a journalist, a traffic policeman or a babysitter? Most actors are charming, but some are not. Their confidence is fragile, so a high level of tact is required. Some wield a great deal of power, so you need to work out how to harness that energy for the good of the production. You have to be so many different things to so many different people that it’s easy to lose track of who you actually are. Directing requires the thick skin of the politician with the porous sensitivity of the artist.


Furthermore, directing can be an extremely lonely job. I once taught a group of nine young directors: I asked eight of them to stand at one end of the room looking imploringly at the ninth, and said to the ninth that this was a situation to be avoided at all costs. The things that divide actors from each other – age, technique, training and so on – are fewer than the things that unite them, and you need to deal with the different demands individual actors make, but also to respond to them as a collective.


All the people you work with – be they actors, designers, lighting designers, stage managers and so on – have their own particular role to play. But your job isn’t so clearly defined and, as a result, you’re sometimes left wondering what exactly you’re there for. Most people moan about their job: being a director has its tremendous highs, but it does have its lows too.


A career?


And it gets worse: there’s absolutely no career ladder.


Stories abound of experienced and eminent directors scraping by on tiny amounts of work, supporting themselves by teaching, writing and holding forth. At no point can you sit back and declare, ‘I’ve made it.’ You’re only as good as your last show, and the belief that one production leads inevitably to another, or that if you do one thing right you’ll go on to the next, is misguided. You soon discover that there’s a small circle of megastar directors whom the critics love and managers employ, who get most of the work. It’s often mysterious the way that some directors suddenly emerge and are lionised, while others languish in obscurity. Sometimes the difference is obvious: talent. At other times the reasons for success are imperceptible: luck, contacts, good looks and timing. There’s little justice, and making a successful career as a director is as much the result of luck and determination as it is of talent or wisdom. Paranoia, bitterness and professional jealousy are the daily diet of most directors.


Furthermore, directing plays is a poor way to earn a living. I once estimated that at current rates I would need to direct ten productions a year in repertory theatres to earn enough to bring up two children and pay the mortgage. As a result many theatre directors give up when they reach forty, work abroad or move into television. Many work as artistic directors at some point in their careers, which at least guarantees a salary, even if it does saddle them with unwelcome responsibilities. A few strike it rich from musicals, or from long-running West End and Broadway hits. Some become university professors for six months of the year, in California if they’re lucky. But the fact is that, despite the best efforts of the Directors Guild, theatre directing is, at least in Britain, a badly paid and exceptionally insecure profession.


Are you sure you still want to be a theatre director?
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Starting out


Becoming a professional theatre director is a daunting challenge. Of the many young people who fancy themselves as the next Sam Mendes, shockingly few ever get to direct a single professional production.


So how do you start out?


The instinct


You shouldn’t try to work as a theatre director if you lack an instinct to entertain others.


This instinct runs deep. Children play with each other and show off to adults. But soon their natural curiosity drives them to work out how to make this more entertaining – both for themselves and for others. And so they experiment with story, with sounds, with colours and with pictures. In doing this they’re involved in the basic questions of theatre directing. There’s no mystery to this, no special calling: it’s just fun. But it’s a particular kind of fun that makes grown-ups be quiet and your friends think you’re funny. You’re creating a show, and self-expression lies at its heart.


When adolescence arrives this becomes self-conscious. For most teenagers, ‘drama’ means acting. A few become intrigued by the theatre itself (how it works as a machine for storytelling) and are dazzled by the possibilities of it all. They’re intelligent and want to shape and organise what’s happening, and try to make it better. They hate the idea of acting themselves, or of being the centre of attention. They don’t like learning lines, and are incapable of losing themselves in a ‘character’. Sometimes they’re the clever ones, sometimes the artistic ones, and often the bossy ones. They’re the critics and the creative thinkers, the artists and the managers; they want to lead, but they also want to hide.


These are the natural directors, and it’s to them that this book is addressed.


University


Theatre directors come in a whole range of shapes and sizes.


It’s sometimes presumed that good directors have impeccable academic credentials, but the opposite is often the case. It’s certainly true that in Britain many of the most successful ones went to university (and studied English there), but their success is as much a result of their non-academic ability as anything they learnt in the groves of academe.


It’s also true that Oxbridge – ‘the dreaming spires, the perspiring dreams’, as the old joke has it – has produced a disproportionate number of leading directors, but again that’s changing. The ‘ancient universities’ offer a broad range of opportunities: above all the chance to direct plays. I directed eighteen productions while I was at Cambridge, though nobody told me (as perhaps they should have done) that I was neglecting the things I was there for – whether it was studying for my degree or chasing girls.


But it’s important to stress that directors don’t have to have gone to Oxbridge, and there is in the profession some bitterness about its dominance. Experienced actors sometimes feel that directors enter the theatre direct from Oxbridge with neither in-depth academic knowledge nor vocational skill, but get on and do well because of contacts and a magic calling card. Of course, this can be very unfair; but it can also be true.


A degree from an illustrious university can give you a useful start, but it’s not enough.


Directing courses and other backgrounds


Many would-be theatre directors go on to train elsewhere after university. Some of the drama schools offer directing courses where a graduate can receive a vocational training, and get a glimpse of young professional actors at work. These can be useful, depending on the teaching staff. There are also summer courses and other educational schemes. But the sad fact is that – in Britain, at least – there’s no ‘conservatoire’ training for young directors.


Many directors have entered the profession through other routes. There are visual artists and choreographers who have extended their interest to include spoken theatre, often with great success. Some actors, frustrated with the directors they have worked with, have turned their hand to directing to spectacular effect. And there are writers who direct their own work (Alan Ayckbourn, Harold Pinter and Peter Gill are three of the most eminent examples), often definitively. All of these routes are legitimate.


There are many different ways of becoming a director in Britain, but none of them is cast in iron. The important thing, whatever your background, is to show that you’re a serious director in your own right, anxious to learn the practical skills, modest in your claims to prior knowledge, and keen to do whatever needs doing. More than anything, it’s this that will win you the opportunities and respect that you crave.


Getting to know the repertoire


Whatever your background, it’s essential that you get to know a lot of plays, both classics and new writing. A director who hasn’t read widely will quickly lose authority in the rehearsal room, and an artistic director who doesn’t know the repertoire well will find programming decisions impossible.


‘Knowing the rep’ underpins everything.


When I left university, I’d read hardly any Ibsen or Chekhov, was familiar with only the most famous of the American writers and knew next to nothing about the popular modern repertoire. Although I was reasonably well read in Elizabethan and Restoration drama, as well as the obvious ‘heavyweight’ twentieth-century masterpieces, I read many more plays in the five years after I finished university than in the three years I was there. When I was asked to be an artistic director, I sat down and read hundreds more. Without an in-depth, almost encyclopedic knowledge, you’ll be working with one hand tied behind your back.


There are, of course, some useful guides to help you through. But these can do little more than provide you with a reading list, and give you some starting points. The important thing is to read the plays yourself, from beginning to end, in some detail, and draw your own conclusions, possibly making notes on how you see the play unfolding on stage, how it might be cast, what it might look like and so on.


Getting to know new writing is harder. The essential thing is to go to those theatres which specialise in it. Most new plays that find their way on to one of the ‘important’ new writing stages get published, and you should read try to read all the ones you’ve missed seeing in the theatre. The theatres which stage new plays sometimes use ‘readers’: people who – for a tiny fee – read a number of new scripts every week and report on them. Sometimes an aspirant director gets taken on as a reader: a valuable opportunity to encounter new plays in script form. The ‘new writing’ scene is very fluid and it’s hard to keep on top of it, but it’s important to find out which writers you like – and which you don’t – and learn to articulate your opinions and enthusiasms cogently and concisely. Some literary agents also use readers (usually unpaid) and working for them is a good way to get to know more.


Assisting


Probably the best first step of all is to work as an assistant to an experienced director.


This isn’t as easy as it sounds: there are only a few training schemes around the country, funded in a variety of ways. Useful as these often are, they are intensely competitive, attracting two or three hundred applicants on average. Some repertory theatres employ assistant directors, which is where some of the best directors started out. But money spent on assistant directors is the first thing to be cut when budgets look worrying.


Both the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare Company employ assistant directors (and staff directors – usually older and more experienced) to work on a number of productions, and these positions can be very rewarding. Of course, these companies are so big that it’s difficult to move up, but being an assistant with them does offer the opportunity to see experienced directors and actors at work, as well as gain an insight into how such large organisations operate.


Working as an assistant director is an intriguing and complex task. It can at times be extraordinarily frustrating. Even the most experienced directors can appear incompetent to the critical young eye: you sit there, feeling you know exactly how the production should develop, but having to bite your tongue. When you do offer an opinion, it’s often dismissed. And you’re reduced to being a kind of personal secretary to the director: making the coffee, going to the dry cleaners and taking the dog for a walk. Worse, you become a scapegoat for his frustration and rage.


It’s sometimes hard to define what exactly an assistant director does. Of course, the job varies from company to company. One of the most crucial tasks is to keep a firm eye on the show once it’s opened. I gather assistants at the National Theatre and the RSC are meant to watch every performance. At English Touring Theatre they ‘put the show into’ each of the theatres it visits. The point is that a production needs a director’s eye to keep it fresh once it’s opened, and a good assistant director has an important role to play.


Even the most rewarding assisting experiences can be difficult: watching somebody of tremendous experience and ability working with skill and panache, to achieve something wonderful which you can’t quite define, but which you know is beyond your reach. He seems so confident with his actors, so at ease, that you go home wondering how you can ever do it as well. Some assistants develop an unhealthy adulation (‘If only I was like that,’ they think, ‘all would be well’); others impersonate the mannerisms of their masters. I remember once envying an older director his grey hair: ‘If only I had grey hair,’ I thought, ‘I could direct like that.’ Now that I have grey hair too, I’m not convinced that was all that was missing.


It’s sometimes presumed that directing talent will bubble up of its own right, that directing cannot be taught. But the fact is there are very few opportunities for a young person to gain an apprenticeship, and the British theatre’s complacency about the training of its young directors may well come back to haunt it.


Getting a foot in the door


Since these assistantships are so competitive your application may well be turned down, perhaps repeatedly. And so many directors start out doing some entirely different job – actor, stage manager, even box office assistant. The crucial thing is to get work in the theatre doing just about anything.


When I was a fifteen-year-old ‘wannabe’ I got a summer job tearing tickets at the Open Air Theatre in Regent’s Park. This gave me an early glimpse of the routines of the professional theatre: actors turning up exactly on time for their ‘half’, stressed by their kids but pleased by the voice-over they’d just recorded, transforming themselves into ‘fairies’ in moments and throwing themselves into A Midsummer Night’s Dream regardless of rain, aircraft noises and other distractions. I only used to watch the first five minutes (‘Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour draws on apace’) before retiring to the bar. But it taught me something very important about the material conditions in which the ‘rough magic’ is expected to emerge. And when I found myself going to the pub with the late, great Esmond Knight (blinded in the Battle of the Atlantic and a definitive Chorus in Henry V), I learnt a respect for the best traditions in British acting that I’ve never forgotten.


Get your foot in the door: it’s essential.


First step


Of course, as Peter Brook says in The Empty Space, the only way to become a director is to direct plays, and the young director should grab every opportunity available. Which is why the fringe – not just in London, but also in Manchester, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Bristol and other cities – is full of young, thrusting directors, wanting to put on a production in a room over a pub. This is a difficult thing to pull off: money must be raised, actors persuaded to work for nothing, audiences found and critics wooed. Young directors increasingly have to operate as producers, hustling their wares in a strange kind of market – in which they get paid nothing for their efforts. They dream that a good review will pull in an audience. With that will come senior members of the profession, and an invitation to direct at the RSC will be just a matter of time. It does sometimes happen like that, but the fringe is littered with broken hearts and bust bank balances.


When two or three of these young directors are gathered together the atmosphere can be murderous. Unlike actors, directors tend to be unsupportive of each other’s work, ferociously critical, and gleeful when one of their competitors fail. Schadenfreude (pleasure in someone else’s pain) is the theatre director’s worst vice. But since a production can only have one director, all directors are, in theory, competing for the same job. Good theatres employ a range of directors, and we all have something to teach each other. But it’s often difficult for the young director to see that.


So if after all this gloom you still want to be a theatre director, it’s time to get on with the more positive challenges: working out which plays you want to direct, and how.
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Contexts and Colleagues


The theatre is the most practical of art forms. Its economics are challenging and it can only flourish and have meaning if it finds an audience. Work in the theatre always exists within a specific context, and so one of the most important things you can do is understand the nature of the profession in which you’re working.


Choice of theatre


George Devine, the founding father of the English Stage Company at the Royal Court, once told a young actor that ‘you should choose your theatre as you would choose your religion’. Of course, nowadays there’s often no real choice: many young directors are lucky to get any work at all and have to be prepared to direct anything, anywhere, if they want to direct at the National one day. Gaining experience is essential. And so my strong advice – at the beginning of your career – is to direct anything you can get your hands on.


One of the things that such ‘promiscuity’ can give you is an understanding of the context in which you’re working – not just the nature of the company or its theatre, but also its audience. Without that you’re in danger of creating theatre that fails to connect, and imports a particular set of ideas into an alien setting. While your audience’s tastes can and should be challenged, a misunderstanding of context often leads to the values of the metropolitan avant-garde being foisted on an audience which is both baffled and bored – an audience which will then not return.


The British theatre – like so much else – is shockingly concentrated on the capital. But the best thing for a young director starting out is to get beyond the M25 (the ‘beltway’), out of the narrow, often incestuous, world of London theatre. There you can see that theatre takes place in a whole range of different contexts, with diverse audiences, and artists from wildly different backgrounds. Repertory theatres, touring companies and fringe – it all connects and a good director can learn from everywhere. There can be no room for snobbery, exclusiveness or disdain: all theatre shares the same preoccupations, and the differences are superficial. I remember an experienced artistic director telling me that he hated the audiences his work was playing to. At that moment I predicted the downfall of his company, and I was right.


So my advice is to work everywhere you can, meet everybody who will meet you and direct whatever comes your way. By doing this you’ll start to identify people whose attitudes you respect, who are pursuing a policy you can support, and putting on a kind of theatre that you think is valuable. This may not be the fast track to fame and fortune, and it may well take you to an unglamorous backwater: but it will give you something to believe in.


Working for free


With the theatre financially squeezed, and the ever growing number of people wanting to work in it, there’s an increasing tendency for actors, directors, designers and writers to work for free: getting together, renting a small theatre above a pub, and putting on a show. The results can be remarkable. London fringe theatres such as the Gate, the Southwark Playhouse and Battersea Arts Centre usually work with unpaid professional actors and have had a significant effect on the ‘mainstream’ theatre. (It should be stressed that all three have actively sought out funds to pay their actors, and are making important steps towards that goal). This work should be distinguished from that of amateur groups, because the people involved are professional theatre practitioners (or hope to be). It has become so widespread (particularly in London) that the bad working conditions are sometimes worn as a badge of pride, while critics express astonishment and praise that such remarkable work should be put on for no financial reward – as if that was a guarantee of its integrity.


Of course, there’s nothing intrinsically wrong with this, and many a young director would say that ‘working for free’ is the only way to get his first break. What is important, however, is that the theatre should be careful not to step back to the time when only the comfortably well-off could afford to work in it, and become an exclusive enclave for the educated middle classes. The theatre desperately needs to maintain its professionalism, and too much working for no money should be resisted.


Colleagues


When pressed on his plans for the Royal Court, William Gaskill, artistic director at the time, said that to him ‘policy is the people you work with’. This is crucial. All the great moments in the theatre have depended on groups of like-minded people working together: the King’s Men (Shakespeare, Burbage and Kemp), the Moscow Art Theatre (Stanislavski, Chekhov, Mayakovsky and Olga Knipper), the Berliner Ensemble (Brecht, Caspar Neher, Helene Weigel, Ernst Busch and Ekkehard Schall) and the Royal Court in the 1960s (George Devine, Lindsay Anderson, Jocelyn Herbert, David Storey, Peter Gill and William Gaskill).


Obviously, developing relationships with actors is essential. Most experienced directors accumulate a group of actors whom they enjoy working with and draw on from time to time (I used the same actor, Michael Cronin, in seven productions in a row). A shorthand is built up, mutual respect grows, and you can work more quickly and with less room for misunderstanding. But there’s a danger in this: it can all get too cosy, and the director fails to see the actor’s limitations and problems. The important thing is to balance old colleagues with new ones. I always enjoy starting a rehearsal period with a group of actors half of whom I know, and half who are new to me.


But a director has many other collaborators too. Most develop relationships with one or two designers and work with them fairly consistently (Peter Hall and John Bury, Lindsay Anderson and Jocelyn Herbert, Trevor Nunn and John Napier, Peter Gill and Alison Chitty, Michael Grandage and Christopher Oram). Sometimes these relationships last for a few productions; occasionally they last a lifetime. But, as with actors, such relationships need to be carefully monitored, and you should remember that nothing is as exhilarating as developing relationships with new people. Lighting designers and composers likewise become part of the director’s extended family, and these long-term working relationships need looking after, but also regular review.


The people to whom directors seldom get close are other directors. But it’s crucial to discover other directors you admire, who can see your work, give you honest pointers, support you when it’s going badly, and bring you down to earth when you’ve done a hit. I once asked two director friends to go and see a production of mine which had got very bad reviews but of which I was proud. I needed them to tell me whether the critics or I had gone mad: their verdict was that we both had. This kind of advice is always worth the price of a drink.


I enjoy working with an assistant on a production. He is often my closest collaborator, supporting me in all kinds of ways – jokes, reactions, second opinions – and the person with whom I can have the most honest relationship. Once the assistant has won my trust, he becomes a sounding board for my anxieties as well as my ideas. Some directors don’t know what to do with an assistant: they find him a spectre at the feast, examining the director in all his agony. I think a good assistant is the best antidote to the isolation I sometimes feel.


Management


There’s another group of people seldom mentioned in books and articles about the theatre: managers. Perhaps understandably, young directors come into the business with a deep anxiety about management, the ‘money people’. And indeed, there are managers who are suspicious of new ideas, cautious and conservative. Sometimes they’re right to be so; at other times they’re just being unimaginative. And some managers are downright incompetent. But most British theatres are well run, and behind every successful creative endeavour is a good manager.


There are two kinds of theatrical managements: commercial and subsidised. Commercial managers put on plays in order to earn a profit for themselves and their shareholders. It’s unfair to say they don’t care about the quality of the work on stage, but their productions are commercial propositions driven by financial imperatives. Managers in the subsidised companies, on the other hand, draw their satisfaction from running an efficient, creative business whose main job is to create productions of the highest possible standard. They too are responsible for their budgets, and are answerable to boards of management and funding bodies. But as long as the figures balance out at the end of the year, they have done their job well.


Managers are much more than men in suits. I often ask them for a candid response to a production: even if their opinion is sometimes not as artistically orientated as I would have wanted – the show is ‘ten minutes too long’ or ‘not quite sexy enough’ – it can make all the difference. Young directors should understand the realities theatre managers face, and cultivate positive and creative relationships with the best of them.


Actors


Actors are at the heart of the theatre, and you cannot succeed as a director if you don’t know how you’re going to work with them.


Most professional actors are genuinely co-operative, supportive of each other’s efforts, optimistic and positive. They bring to their work creativity and attention to detail. They’re decent people, who are dedicated to the idea of quality theatre. But actors come in all shapes and sizes, and few of them are saints. Each one wants something different from the director, and you have to work out how to give each one what they need. This diversity of need can be bewildering at first.


Many actors are very insecure. They work in an oversubscribed profession and a staggeringly high percentage of members of Equity (the actors’ union) are out of work at any one time. Most earn pitifully small amounts of money, in short bursts of activity flanked by long periods of uncertainty. They depend on television and commercials for a living, and work less and less in the theatre. Many supplement their income with non-acting work: waiting in restaurants, reflexology, interior designing, script editing and building. Only a few succeed, and most are left with disappointed dreams and worried bank managers.


It’s not just the environment in which actors work that’s unstable, it’s the nature of the job itself. Although acting requires skill and professionalism, at heart actors have nothing more to offer than themselves: their charm, their emotions, their sexuality, and their vulnerability. And so their neuroses manifest themselves in different ways: the over-assertive, talkative ones who will do anything rather than get down to work; the obedient, nervous ones, who are so pleased to get a job at all they do everything you ask and give dull performances; the senior figures who remind you of their extensive experience every five minutes and stifle freedom of expression; the aggressive young men who are impossible to direct, because they’re suspicious of authority, and want to destroy the whole event (as proof of their innate superiority – or worthlessness). It’s often difficult for people who don’t work in the theatre to understand such neurosis, but a director has to recognise and come to terms with it.


It’s this neurosis that gives rise to the image of actors as ‘luvvies’, spending their whole time telling each other how marvellous they are, and behaving with complete strangers as if they had known them for years. In many ways, this is a cruel caricature: some actors are taciturn to a fault. But the world of ‘darling you were marvellous’, ‘dear boy’ and double cheek kissing does exist. I’ve learnt that it’s not quite as awful as it sounds. The sensitive director will understand why ‘luvviness’ occurs and find ways of supporting and understanding these most vulnerable of people.


But all the support and understanding in the world won’t win some actors round. Some come labelled ‘difficult’, but, in my experience, they’re usually the pushovers. Others are scarred by working with tyrannical directors, and see you as the enemy, or a challenge, or a problem to be overcome. Others have worked with weak directors and seem only to respond to a firm hand. All of these take every bit of your charm and skill to negotiate. And sometimes they drive you mad.


A particular challenge is working with actors who are much more experienced than you are. Older actors often bring to their work an enviable understanding of what can be achieved within the time available, and an inner confidence about what questions should be asked. But such levels of experience can also lead to a closing down of the mind, a sense that there’s only one way of doing things. And unfortunately, some have a less than perfect memory for text and moves. The young director must find ways of respecting and learning from them without being intimidated. I once directed a remarkable old actor who told me over breakfast that he had fought at Dunkirk: I realised then he could probably handle anything I threw at him.


Young actors (more so than actresses) can be difficult too: they’re sometimes more arrogant than they should be, often lacking in discipline, occasionally unstable and insecure, and you need to know how to guide them through their first challenging parts. The training of young actors is increasingly tailored for television and film, and you need to find ways of reminding them of the realities of the theatre. Acting training should last a lifetime, and a good director is also a good teacher.


Some actors enter the profession with no formal education at all, and from very poor backgrounds. But they are often self-taught, and are some of the most thoughtful and well-read people I know. Others have a university education and feel frustrated that it’s being wasted. And yet this very intellectualism can get in the way: acting is an instinct and a trade, and an academic degree doesn’t necessarily help.


The important thing about actors is that wherever they come from they’re the lifeblood of the theatre, and a good director relishes the challenge of working with them, for all their vulnerability, obsessiveness and complexity.


Stars


And then there are the stars.


The British theatre needs stars for two reasons. The commercial theatre needs them in order to make money (as does the subsidised theatre to break even). And many of the great parts need to be performed by actors with ‘star quality’. However much we sometimes wish that just ‘good actors’ were enough, stars are indispensable.
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