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Foreword





This book is addressed to you, the director, whatever your age or level of experience. You may be an aspiring director. You think, or know, or think you know that directing is the life for you, but you’re not sure quite what it is you’re aspiring to. You may be a beginner director, someone who has directed a play or two as a student or an amateur, and developed a taste for the job. You want to go further, but you don’t know how to go about it. You may be an Assistant Director, already in the profession but apprenticed to an experienced director, spending your days in rehearsal watching your principal at work and itching to get your hands on a play of your own.


You may be an experienced director in your own right but suffering from the commonest of occupational complaints – artistic loneliness. All other theatre professionals – actors, designers, Stage Managers, administrators – work with a variety of directors. Only directors themselves are isolated, never getting a glimpse of one another’s working process and only able to judge the work of others by the finished product. We who should know most about our peers and their work are often in the greatest ignorance. For you this book may provide a few companionable moments.


You may be a director or ‘producer’ of opera, conversant with the disciplines of imagining and staging a production in the opera house but nervous when faced with casting a play and working with actors and the spoken word.


You may not be a director at all. If this book proves useful to directors, it should also be useful to those who work with directors, as almost everyone else in the theatre is obliged to do.


Even if you have never worked in the theatre or aspired to do so, you may still be intrigued by the craft of theatre, how plays work, how they are mounted, how actors are cast and rehearsed, how directors and designers have imagined the productions you delight in attending.


I have tried to write a practical and instructive companion, so I have avoided the use of anecdotal material concerning my own career or anyone else’s, only occasionally crediting a theory, innovation or idea where not to do so would seem ungrateful. The best companions in life are not generally those who agree with everything we do and say. If this work contains ideas with which you cannot concur, I hope it will provoke positive ideas of your own.


Directing is such a subjective craft and the methods of directors are so particularly formed by their subjective experience that a brief summary of my life in the theatre may help readers to put my thoughts into some sort of context.


I started acting at school. I was at an all-boys school so I acted male and female roles, most notably Desdemona in Othello, a performance that was happily not filmed for posterity. My parents took me and my siblings to the theatre, to opera, to concerts, as often as they could afford, but I had my most formative early experiences watching student performances of Shakespeare in Oxford college gardens. Subsequent school trips to Stratford to see Shakespeare ‘done properly’ sealed the deal. I was hooked for life.


I trained as an actor at the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School under the inspirational leadership of the late Nat Brenner, who put up with my impertinence and incompetence with the best of graces, though it must have been apparent to him, as to his colleagues, that my talents as an actor were limited to say the least. After a blessedly short career as an actor – blessedly for audiences and fellow actors alike – I worked for two or three years in a number of different theatre jobs: crewman, fly-man, sound technician, prop-master and in various stage managerial positions. These experiences supplied me with an all-round education in the allied crafts of theatre for which I have never ceased to be grateful. More importantly, they taught me never to take the work of anyone in the theatre for granted, whatever their function or level of experience.


From these toeholds on the cliff-face of theatre I applied for and didn’t get various bursaries and grants. So instead I started to direct my own small lunchtime and late night shows using the actors I had got to know in my other capacities. I got my first proper directing job at Contact Theatre in Manchester, where I directed plays and wrote and directed projects for Theatre in Education programmes. After that I directed freelance for a year or two in theatres, colleges and drama schools in Britain and abroad before going to the Royal Shakespeare Company as an Assistant Director.


In a directorial career that spans thirty-five years and counting, I have spent twenty of them in or closely allied to permanent companies of one sort or another – the RSC, the National Theatre of Great Britain and the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm most notable amongst them. With these companies and others I have directed plays by Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, Farquhar, Gay, Bulwer-Lytton, Pinero, Shaw, Barrie, Strindberg, Chekhov, Gorky, Brecht, Anouilh and Beckett.


I have also had the great pleasure of directing the first productions of new plays by a wide variety of living authors whose companionship in the rehearsal room has provided me with some of my happiest insights.


In the company of many an august collaborator, I have adapted novels by Voltaire, Dickens, Hugo, Brontë, Teru Miyamoto and Jean Webster for the theatre or musical theatre.


In opera I have directed Verdi, Mozart and Puccini and in musical theatre I have co-written, adapted, directed or co-directed the premières of works by Lloyd-Webber, Boublil and Schönberg, Gordon, Schwartz and Previn.


In a career perhaps more remarkable for its variety, or its catholicity, than any other virtues it may have possessed, I have written and directed the very smallest shows and the very largest, everything from the absolute intimacy of a single actor surrounded by a string quartet to the preposterous grandiosity of a spectacular Las Vegas magic show. My productions have been performed in theatres of every possible configuration, from the smallest in-the-round chambers to vast arenas, in both subsidised and commercial theatres, in schools, colleges, sports centres, prisons and in dozens of different languages and countries. They have had long runs and short, been critically acclaimed and reviled – often at one and the same time – made money and lost money, been revived and revised with old casts and new, reproduced on radio and television, been fondly remembered, barely recalled or utterly forgotten.


Most people who work in the theatre do so because they love it. And they continue to love what they do without the spurs either of celebrity or financial reward. I learnt this simple fact about the theatre and its inhabitants before I had even considered becoming a director. If there is any true learning in this book it has been gained from the work I have done with a dearly beloved and ever-increasing band of actors, singers, authors, directors, designers, choreographers, stage management and administrators – my collaborators in half a lifetime of creative endeavour.


If I have shamefully stolen the ideas of any of these friends, I make no apology for it. That is what theatre is like. It is a community of shared experience. Whatever I know, I am quite happy for others to use or reject as they see fit. And if my dear colleagues see their original, or even not-so-original, thoughts reproduced here, they know my gratitude is implicit in the repetition.


Finally, I should perhaps say a few words about my terms of reference, geographical, social and literary.


For readers in America and Canada, I am aware that there are significantly different terms of professional reference on your side of the Atlantic just as there are in other parts of the English-speaking world, and I have done as much as I can to include mention of them.


Directors, playwrights, actors and administrators come in all sizes, shapes and ages and in both genders, but consistently describing their contributions in terms of ‘he and she’, or ‘hers and his’, creates a wearisome style of writing, so I have taken the conventional step of using masculine pronouns when referring to both male and female practitioners.


Throughout the book I refer to a wide variety of plays, plots and characters, and in doing so I have concentrated heavily on the works of Shakespeare with occasional mention of, amongst others, Ibsen, Chekhov, Jonson, Shaw and the odd Greek. This is not because of a narrowness or invidiousness of interest, but because those works represent the commonest ground for directors working in text-based theatre and therefore the most reliable and long-lasting exemplars. In any event, the plays of Shakespeare are not a bad touchstone for plays generally, ancient and modern, and if you haven’t read them by now you should probably get started.
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Abstraction


Abstraction, or the freedom from a representational depiction of reality, is easy enough to achieve in the visual arts but virtually impossible in the theatre. The minute you have a human figure in the shape of an actor walking onto the stage, that figure brings with it a representational style. The moment a series of words is spoken, however sensible or nonsensical, a meaning is evoked that represents a recognisably human experience to an audience. Abstract movement or abstracted ideas may be fundamental to the work of some modern directors, but unless the human figures conveying those abstractions are disguised beyond recognition, there will always be a realistic element in their appearance.


If pure abstraction is unachievable in the theatre, elements of the abstract are always present, in theatrical conventions of one sort or another and in the necessary imaginative flights an audience makes in order to complete the work of the author, director, actor or designer.


ABSTRACT DESIGN


Abstraction is commonly used in the design of sets, lighting and sound, but the word ‘abstract’ is rarely used in definition. More commonly used terms are ‘conceptual’, ‘expressionistic’ or ‘impressionistic’, all vague enough to mean what the user wishes them to mean, but all conveying the idea of an abstraction away from representation.


In practice, abstract design is usually mixed with some degree of naturalism. For instance, a set design may eschew naturalism in terms of its architecture but still provide a suitable environment for the placing of tables and chairs. A lighting design may concentrate on the abstract mood of a play while still making references to the time of day or night or to the weather, or a sound design may create a non-naturalistic soundscape that uses naturalistic sounds as a set of basic ingredients.


There are designers who aspire to pure abstraction in their work. They are the inheritors of the abstract movement in fine art and sometimes have such a pure aesthetic that they are genuinely offended by any attempt to pull their work towards representation or naturalism of any sort. If you work with such artists, you must be ready to share their aesthetic viewpoint. Productions where the director and actors are trying to work naturalistically on an abstract set, or where the set design is naturalistic and the sound or lighting design abstract, will always struggle for coherence. Before you agree to a form of abstract design in any department, be sure the actors can work in a sufficiently abstract style to match their surroundings.


Absurdism


Absurdism is the belief that the existence of humanity is inherently meaningless and that the actions of anyone striving against the truth of this proposition are therefore absurd.


THEATRE OF THE ABSURD


The Theatre of the Absurd was never a movement but rather a loose categorisation on philosophical and aesthetic grounds of a group of playwrights, mostly French, or writing in French, immediately after World War II. For Camus, who coined the term absurdisme, and for Beckett, Ionesco, Adamov and all their imitators, drama of the absurd seemed the only rational response to the horrifying and apparently meaningless events of the war and the global chaos that came after it.


In his authoritative book on the subject, Martin Esslin defines the Theatre of the Absurd as striving ‘to express its sense of the senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought’. Thus absurdist playwrights tend to eschew any sort of coherent story or consistent character motivation and they refuse to allow any didactic or moral conclusions to be drawn from their work. Instead they invite the spectator to escape for a brief time from the illusion of a structured society to enjoy a glimpse of the world as it truly exists – amoral, pointless and cruelly, laughably absurd.


As the years have gone by since these plays were written, the absurdist label has itself become increasingly meaningless, and we judge them more now on their inherent value as pieces of drama or literature. The plays of Beckett are great works of poetic drama whether absurd or not, and plays written centuries before the brief flourishing of the Theatre of the Absurd now seem to be the natural progenitors of it. If Endgame is an absurdist play, then so is King Lear.


Accent


The word ‘accent’ has two common, and confusing, usages in the theatre.


It is used as a synonym for dialect, the idiosyncratic pronunciation or idiomatic usage that different people use in speaking the English language, or indeed any language. Thus you will hear the layman refer to an actor having a poor American accent, or an actor ‘putting on’ an excellent Cockney accent, where most professional theatre people would use the word ‘dialect’.


It is also used, incorrectly, as a synonym for stress, as in ‘She’s putting the accent on the wrong word’, or ‘He’s accenting the right words, but he’s still not making any sense’.


While accent and dialect have become more or less interchangeable terms, accent and stress are two different things and the distinction between them is useful. Accent denotes the way that a word is inflected in common parlance. Thus the words ‘happy’, ‘father’ and ‘letter’ are all accented on the first syllable, the words ‘forget’, ‘abstain’ and ‘persuade’ on the second. All English words of more than one syllable have an accent – or two or even more in longer words – and with the exception of a few words like ‘controversy’ or ‘kilometre’ there is usually only one correct way of accenting them. So it is with all inflected languages.


Stress, on the other hand, is the emphasis given to a word within a line of text. Thus in the prose line ‘There was no possibility of taking a walk that day’, the stressed words are ‘possibility’ and ‘walk’. The word ‘taking’, pronounced with an accent on its first syllable, is unstressed.


The correct stress of a line is generally indicated by the author’s intended meaning, especially in a poetic text, but even then it can be a matter of interpretation, whereas the accenting of a word is either correct or not.


In poetic texts you do get collisions between stress and accent, where the rules of prosody strongly suggest a stress that is at odds with the way a word is accented in common idiom. Thus in Act II Scene 7 of As You Like It, Duke Senior says to Orlando:








If that you were the good Sir Rowland’s son,


As you have whispered faithfully you were,


And as mine eye doth his effigies witness


Most truly limned and living in your face …














In the third line the iambic metre demands that the word ‘effigies’ be accented on the second syllable, making its meaning incomprehensible to a modern audience. But if the actor accents the word on the first syllable, as modern idiom would prompt him to do, the line becomes metrically halting. Some directors ‘fix’ the line in performance by changing it to ‘And as mine eye his effigies do witness’, making the line both speakable and comprehensible. Though some regard altering Shakespeare in any way as heretical, directors of his plays, and other old texts, may perhaps be forgiven if they shift some unimportant words about in order to help a modern audience understand the author’s intended meaning.





Accompaniment and Accompanists


In opera and musical theatre, the accompaniment is the musical support for the singers’ voices. As written by the best composers, it can have a strong communicative power. Singers must learn to treat their accompaniments as reservoirs of feeling and meaning. The character’s conscious thoughts are in the sung words, but the subconscious spirit of the character is in the accompaniment – the inner life that lies under the words, or too deep for the words to express.


The accompanist is the musician, usually a keyboard player, who accompanies the singers in musical theatre rehearsals and auditions, in opera known as the répétiteur. His musicianship should include a total ease with sight-reading, an ability to transpose music from one key into another at sight, an ability to dictate and then stick to a strict tempo, and a familiarity with all the common forms of musical composition, ancient and modern, classical and popular. The best accompanists are adaptable and sympathetic musicians with a natural talent for teaching and with more of an interest in the gifts of others than with the importance of their own expressiveness.


A useful technique in rehearsal is to spend just a few minutes requiring the singers to listen to the accompaniment unadorned by the melody. A good accompanist can communicate great feeling in the carpet of sound underlying the melody, and by listening to the accompaniment for its own sake singers are often surprised to find how much of a story it can tell. The best singers ride on their accompaniments with a natural ease and familiarity – creating an intimate duet of singer and sound. Inexperienced singers wrestle with their accompaniments and are thrown by them in the process.


In small musical theatre or opera companies the conductor or Musical Director may have to double as accompanist, but this should be avoided if possible. Singers need to practise following the conductor’s beat, and they can’t do that if his hands are always on the keyboard.


Nowhere are the skills of a good accompanist more in evidence than in a well-run audition room. An audition pianist must be able to take elaborate and idiosyncratic instructions from the most demanding of divas and play with absolute confidence from sheet music that is often faintly photocopied, boldly scrawled upon or ragged with overuse.


Accompanists often double as Assistant Conductors or Assistant Musical Directors, and in poorer companies the accompanist may well be the conductor or the Musical Director or both. In any event, a good accompanist should be able to lead a company of singers in their daily warm-up routines and basic vocal rehearsals.


Acoustics


The acoustics of a theatre are its auditory characteristics. These are defined by its interior architecture, the relationship between its stage and its auditorium, and the extent to which its empty spaces and the surfaces confining them are receptive to the actor’s or singer’s voice.


A good acoustic is one that carries the spoken or sung word from the stage to every part of the auditorium with resonance, clarity and uniformity.


A bad acoustic deadens the actor’s voice with lack of resonance, resonates it too much producing an echo or boom effect, or produces an uneven variety of sound in different parts of the auditorium with ‘deaf spots’ or auditory black holes in some places and mini echo-chambers in others.


To make matters complicated, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ can be both relative and subjective judgements, depending on the preference of the performer, and largely because of this the language used to describe the acoustic qualities of a theatre is often imprecise and contradictory. Actors and directors stand on stages all over the world and clap their hands or declaim a few lines to test the acoustic and then pronounce it ‘dead’ or ‘live’, ‘dull’ or ‘bright’, ‘dry’ or ‘wet’, ‘woofy’, ‘bouncy’, ‘ping-y’, ‘boomy’, ‘echo-y’ and so on. The phrases used can become so colourful that you might be at a wine-tasting, as in ‘a grateful acoustic with just a little too much brightness’, or ‘generous through the stalls but rather cavernous in the mezzanine’.


Perhaps the lack of a universal language of acoustics merely underlines what a complex science it is, and one that you have to be a real expert to understand. But you shouldn’t let that deter you from learning the basic rules and how to apply them to the theatres in which you work, however you describe your judgements and preferences.


Theatres with perfect acoustics are rare indeed, if they exist at all, and most theatres have problems of one sort or another. The romantic notion that the Greeks got it right and all we need to do is copy their perfect theatres to solve all our problems is belied by the experience of actually sitting in one of them and straining to hear the actors as they bellow their lines across the often vast spaces on which they are built. Likewise with the Elizabethan theatres: the Globe, the Rose and the Swan no doubt had their acoustical problems together with their dissatisfied actors and audiences, and modern replicas have done nothing to persuade us otherwise. But it took the twentieth century to provide the world with the very worst theatre acoustics imaginable, largely owing to their architects’ slavish preference for what must be the least sympathetic acoustical material ever invented – concrete. The most egregiously bad examples are found in the vast concrete culture palaces built all over the world in the 1960s, 70s and 80s.


Since then, the science of acoustics has come a long way and no new theatre is now designed without the advice of a qualified team of acousticians, but even the most expert advice can still prove to have been inadequate once the buildings are completed, so the acousticians work on, making their fine adjustments to the absorbent, resonant or reflective surfaces on the stage and in the auditorium.


Most theatre people believe that the most suitable acoustical material for the human voice is wood, and it is used in the construction of most of the best theatres. Wood has the capacity to absorb and reflect sound at the same time as reverberating with it and is deeply sympathetic to the harmonic complexity of the human voice. Many musical instruments work on the same principle. But some brick and plaster theatres are extraordinarily good acoustically, and very occasionally you will find yourself in a concrete theatre that isn’t an absolute killer of the human voice.


Directors, of course, often have little choice where their productions are to be mounted, so whatever your preferences, you will at some point have to cope with the worst that the architects can throw at you. But there is still much you can do to alleviate acoustical problems wherever you meet them. Start by learning to spot them.


COMMON CAUSES OF BAD ACOUSTICS


1 Overlarge theatres


There is a limit to the range of the human voice. Seats furthest away from the stage in a large theatre will often be at the very edge of this range and in very large theatres they will be effectively beyond.


2 Overhangs


In tiered auditoria, any seats that are tucked back underneath an overhang are likely to suffer acoustical problems.


3 Side seats


Seats that are facing sideways to the stage and therefore not always in a direct line of contact with the actor’s voice may receive their sound second-hand, after it has bounced off another surface. In a thrust theatre, or a theatre-in-the-round, this problem migrates around the auditorium as the actors move around the stage, but is always most noticeable in the seats to which an actor has turned his back.


4 ‘Deaf spots’


Anywhere in an auditorium there may be local pockets, sometimes only a few seats wide, sometimes larger, where the acoustics are inexplicably poor.


5 ‘Hot spots’


There may be one very small area on a stage that produces an extraordinarily resonant effect when an actor speaks from it. Many actors love to locate such spots, especially for the delivery of long and important speeches, but the easy resonance on stage may be attended by a confusing echo effect in distant parts of the auditorium.


6 Soft fabrics


Old-fashioned theatres full of velvet drapes, or stage sets that are covered in curtains, carpets and hangings, can soak up sound like blotting paper soaks up ink.


7 Bare walls


Large expanses of unadorned surface can cause sound to bounce about an auditorium, resulting in a confused acoustic with some seats getting an echo effect and others a delay in receiving any sound at all.


8 Fly towers


Many large modern theatres have massive fly towers that yawn hungrily over the stage, gobbling up any sounds fed to them from below. This problem can be exacerbated in a production using a minimalist set. The fewer reflective surfaces there are on stage, the more the sound will sail blithely up the fly tower.


9 Technology


Most theatre machinery makes a noise, and the combined hum of all the electrically powered technology in a theatre can have a seriously negative effect on its acoustics. Silence in the theatre is golden but increasingly hard to achieve.


10 Air conditioning


Air conditioners can be extremely noisy machines, especially for anyone sitting near an outlet and a powerful system badly installed will set up strong currents of air in the theatre. Disturbed air is not a good conductor of the spoken word. A current of air blowing from the auditorium onto the stage will whisk the words from the actors’ mouths and blow them up the fly tower or into the wings. Most theatres are affected by some of these problems and the worst theatres by most of them. But don’t despair, there is much you can do.


REMEDIES FOR BAD ACOUSTICS


1 Strong voices


Employ well-trained actors with good diction and strong, resonant voices. You can have the best acoustics in the world and still be sunk by inadequate vocal skill in your actors. Little voices or lazy voices are useless in the theatre, whatever the acoustics.


2 Acoustic awareness


Make your actors aware of the acoustical problems in the house. During technical rehearsals, have the actors sit in all parts of the auditorium listening to their colleagues on the stage. Find half an hour of quiet theatre time for the actors to speak their lines to one another from all over the auditorium and stage. Awareness of the problem is half the battle. Diligent actors hate being inaudible and will strive to be heard in the worst seats, but they must first know where those seats are. Talk to your actors about ‘the intention to be heard’, not just about raising their volume. Loudness in itself is rarely the answer to inaudibility. Distinctness can only be achieved by a combination of projection and diction.


3 Fluid staging


In thrust theatres and theatres-in-the-round, your actors must learn to pitch their voices all around them, being especially careful when they turn their backs on any part of the audience. You can help them do this by adopting a staging style that keeps them on the move.


4 Less fabric


If the sound is being soaked up by a lot of soft fabric in the house or on the stage, try removing bits of it. If the material is necessary for masking, try backing it with a hard, sound-reflective material or replace it altogether with a hard surface.





5 More fabric


If there’s too much ‘bounce’ in the acoustic, try hanging soft fabric in the wings or on the auditorium walls, but be careful how you go. You don’t want to deaden the sound altogether.


6 Intelligent design


You and your designer must consider the architecture and the acoustics of the theatre before you design the show. A stage design can radically affect the acoustic in the auditorium. A forestage thrusting into the auditorium can get your actors closer to the audience. Reflective surfaces on stage can act as sounding boards for the actors’ or singers’ voices, especially useful in opera. Raising the stage can put the actors more in touch with the upper tiers in an auditorium. Building a rake into the design can turn the surface of the stage itself into a sounding board. This is especially useful in neutralising the effect of a cavernous fly tower.


7 Silent technology


As far as possible, try to silence all noisy technology in the theatre. Have machinery regularly serviced, especially anything cooled by a noisy fan. If you can’t silence the machines, put them in boxes or surround them with soft, sound-absorbent material. Close all doors around the stage and auditorium during the performance so that noise and air currents are locked out.


8 Silent air conditioning


If your air-conditioning system is noisy, servicing it often helps. If that doesn’t work, try masking off the noisiest outlets with hard material. If that doesn’t work, try turning it down to a very low level during the performance. If that doesn’t work, turn it off completely. If the auditorium gets too hot during the show then turn it back on at the interval. Better for the audience to be hot than straining to hear.





9 Sound enhancement


In a very large theatre, or one with a horrible acoustic, you may be tempted to rely on mechanical help in the form of sound amplification. Indeed, some theatres are fully equipped with sound-enhancement systems and use them as a matter of course, but they are dangerous tools and should only be used when all other methods have failed. If you have to use sound enhancement, try using ambient microphones, in the form of float-mikes along the front of the stage or hanging-mikes over the stage. As an absolute last resort, you may have to put radio-mikes on the actors, but as they cost a lot of money, distort the natural tones of the actors’ voices and delegate much of the artistic integrity of the show to the Sound Operator, they really should be a last resort.


EMPTY THEATRES AND FULL THEATRES


A theatre’s acoustic will change when its seats have people in them, often quite significantly. Irrespective of how noisy or quiet an audience is being, its physical presence disturbs the way the patterns of sound move about the building, making it more or less receptive to sound in different areas. An audience’s clothes will absorb more sound than will empty seats. An overhang or ‘deaf spot’ problem will be made worse by having a row of people sitting just in front of it.


Psychologically speaking, the presence in a large theatre of a thousand or more pairs of ears, provided they can hear reasonably well in the first place, will make the acoustic of a space seem much better than it did when it was empty. Conversely, if the audience is struggling to hear, the acoustic will seem to have worsened in their presence. This is why it is so important to talk to the actors about their ‘intention to be heard’. The audience has certainly come intending to hear, so the minimum requirement from the actors is that they should complete the contract from their side of the footlights.





Acting


Acting is the art of pretending to be another person – or the craft that actors use to create and perform an imagined character. In text-based theatre actors derive these creations from a mixture of their own personalities and the character that has been written for them.


Most of your time in rehearsals will be spent appraising this mysterious alchemy and it must hold a real fascination for you. Your ability to help an actor find a character, blend that character’s life with those of the other characters in the drama and then remove yourself from the equation will largely define your talent as a director.


Actors use a complex pattern of physical and vocal expression, thought and feeling to create their characters, and no definition of the process will ever be true for all actors. Definitions of acting are made all the more subjective for the director because no two directors have quite the same approach. A director who has been an actor will have a different view of the actor’s craft than a director who has never appeared on a stage, the one being able to refer to an instinctive personal method and a natural empathy with actors’ concerns, while the other must rely on an imaginatively drawn version of the same thing – the actor in his mind. Not that one sort of director is better equipped than the other. The subjective experience of the director who has acted can be a valuable tool but can also be an imaginative fetter as he struggles to release his actors from his own perception of how their parts should be played. Similarly the objective distance of the non-actor director can have its value in an ability to stand back and look at the structure of the whole drama irrespective of any one actor’s part in it.


If the acting process is too complex to admit of a universal set of governing rules, it is still worthwhile trying to define. By doing so we may happen upon some useful truths and help to describe how a director can be an influence on his actors and their acting process.


The shallowest and therefore least demanding sort of acting is mimicry or impersonation – a trick that cannot really be called acting at all but often passes for it. The mimic catches a pattern of speech or movement from his subject and reproduces it, accurately or not depending on how good a mimic he is. What he misses is the pattern of thought that lies beneath the external physical life. To understand the thoughts of another person an actor must first understand the life that gives rise to those thoughts, and the best way of understanding another life is to empathise with it. The ability to empathise with a character is what separates the mimics from the true actors, those who impersonate from those who become.


THE ART OF BECOMING


This is a two-way process. It involves the actor making a journey away from himself towards the character, but also the character being obliged to make a journey towards the actor. This exchange of journeys can sometimes be uneven, with the character doing all the travelling and the actor scarcely moving from home, or the actor going so far away from himself that he disappears completely into the character. The best exchanges are characterised by balance and agreement, the actor and the character meeting at a place that neither the actor nor the author of the character could quite have foreseen. Part of your job as a director is to create an atmosphere in rehearsal conducive to these exchanges, to recognise them when they occur and to share with your actors your pleasure in their achievement.


There is a joint act of will at the heart of all acting. In capturing the essence of a character the actor must exert his will over the character but must in turn yield to the character’s will. Some characters are more easily captured than others, some proving so elusive or mutable that they are never captured twice in quite the same way. Some come and go, actors capturing them only to lose them again.


Some characters so powerfully capture the actor that they never quite leave him, even after the play is long gone, the actor thereafter being able to fall into the character without a moment of consideration, as if he were remembering an old friend and bringing him back to life – the voice, the face, the body, the movement, all accurately and fondly recaptured.





GOOD ACTING AND BAD ACTING


If the acting process is hard to define, the difference between good acting and bad acting is also fraught with subjective judgement. Theatre-lovers as well as practitioners have their favourite actors and their least favourite, and no two people ever share quite the same preferences. Even actors that have achieved high distinction in their profession are still reviled by some. How may one account for this extreme divergence of taste? Leaving aside the obvious prejudices based on age, gender, sexuality and perception of beauty for which there is never any accounting, what is it that causes people to form such strong views on what constitutes a good or a bad actor? As a director you are bound to consider this question very carefully. Your work, dependent as it must be on good acting, will also be judged on other people’s views of what constitutes good acting. But you can’t please everybody and you can’t base your casting choices or rehearsal decisions on other people’s tastes. You can only rely on your own. You must therefore develop your own strong sense of what you think good acting is, personal to you while still being open to the consideration if not the influence of the tastes and prejudices of the profession at large.


Where to start? Try to define what it is that gives you pleasure when you enjoy an actor’s work, what makes you smile or laugh, or what moves you. Ask yourself what it is the actor is doing to convince you that he has become the character. Does the actor truly believe what he is doing and do you believe along with him? Why do you believe? Does the actor’s portrayal of the character accord with some personal experience of your own, or is the actor taking you into an imaginative world that is convincing for some other reason? Are you admiring the actor for some rare skill he possesses or because he seems to be drawing from a deep emotional well? Are you enjoying his enjoyment, his relish of the craft of acting? Does the actor resemble you in some way, or do you think or wish you resembled him? Does your admiration of him spring from personal identification? Can you tell from your seat in the auditorium whether you would like the actor personally in real life?


You must also examine your more negative reactions to actors. Don’t just write them off as ‘not your cup of tea’. Why does a particular actor irritate you, or why do you find him unconvincing? In what way is he insufficient? Is it his artistry you find wanting, or his personality? Is he trying too hard to please the audience, or not hard enough? Does he seem vain, or humourless or bombastic or lacking in intelligence? If so, do you think he would be the same way as a private person?


By looking critically at the actors you admire and the actors you don’t much admire and what seems to make them tick on stage and off, you will build up a picture of the way you make your judgements about them and whether or not those judgements are fair, reasonable and objective.


Here are some judgements of my own to help you make yours.


GOOD ACTING – SEVEN CARDINAL VIRTUES


1 Competence


A good actor must have a good instrument and know how to use it. His voice must be resonant, his diction precise, his face mobile, his body supple, his memory accurate, his movement natural and his mind alive.


2 Expressiveness


An expressive artist must have access to true emotion and the ability to communicate it to an audience vividly and variously. His organs of expression, his face, voice and body, must be equal to the task of transmitting everything his artistry dreams up.


3 Believability


If an audience is to believe that an actor has become his character, he must believe in it himself. Good actors should empathise so deeply with their characters that the audience is unable to see where actor ends and character begins. Acting that doesn’t look like acting must always be the goal.





4 Humour


Intelligence, education and knowledge are all useful attributes for an actor but not indispensable virtues. Indeed, a sense of humour can mitigate the absence of all three. Without humour, true wit is impossible and without wit comedy is hopeless.


5 Courage


Standing up in front of a thousand or so complete strangers and pretending to be someone you’re not takes courage. Failure on this scale when it happens can be truly humiliating. Even rehearsals are fraught with potential embarrassment, and the committed actor must sometimes take a very deep breath before throwing himself into an emotional scene for the first time. The older and more successful the actor, the greater the possible fall and so the more courage required.


6 Humility


A good actor serves the play, his fellow actors and his audience. He may be confident to the point of boisterousness, but he should never be overbearing or insolent. His artistry must include an awareness of when enough is enough, when acting threatens to become overacting. In other words he must have taste, and taste is merely a refined form of humility. Even in a star – or perhaps especially in a star – humility is an essential virtue. Without it he runs the risk of believing in the importance of his own celebrity and ending up only being able to play himself, or with himself.


7 Companionability


With acting, company is everything. The best acting happens in the best acting companies and the best actors must therefore be companionable. Actors change their professional surroundings regularly. Their circle of colleagues and friends is in constant flux and the demands on their artistry never the same twice. If an actor is to survive this irregular routine with cheerfulness and discipline, he must derive genuine enjoyment from an endeavour that can only ever be mutually achieved.





BAD ACTING – SEVEN DEADLY SINS


1 Incompetence


Lack of technical competence in acting can express itself in many different ways, the most common being lack of vocal power, physical stiffness, woolly diction and shaky memory, and the most extreme involving speech impediment, tone deafness, nervous incapacity and total memory lapse.


2 Dullness


Monotony of vocal expression or flatness of characterisation is sometimes caused by a basic dullness of thought, but more often by an insufficiency in the organs of expression. The actor thinks he is being vivid and interesting, but his voice, face and body are not equal to transmitting his thoughts, however imaginative they might be.


3 Shallowness


If believability is the crucial test of an actor’s commitment to a character, shallowness of thought will prevent him achieving it. Lazy thinking, second-hand ideas, copycat emotions, borrowed performances, mimicry, mugging and method are all symptoms of a fundamental lack of interest in the life of the character the actor is supposed to be playing. In its least obtrusive form, the shallow actor quietly flits across the surface of his character doing no discernible damage to the play. The shallow actor with the big ego is the real danger. He can destroy the believability of everything around him by treating his role as a licence for showing off when in truth he has little or nothing to show.


4 Humourlessness


Beware the actor who doesn’t get the joke, or whose own jokes are crude, cruel or tasteless. Beware the actor who thinks he’s a hoot but hasn’t really a funny bone in his body. Beware the actor who solicits laughter with a flawless technique but never finds another actor funny. A sense of the absurd is a necessary part of a civilised mind. Rehearsal rooms without laughter are places of despair.





5 Fear


Fear is the enemy. Fear of failure, fear of others’ success, artistic vertigo, jealousy, bitchiness, pusillanimity, superstition and prejudice must all be firmly booted out of an actor’s life if he wants to be a proper artist. Even a great actor can be prone to little spells of faint-heartedness, but even in its mildest forms an actor must learn to manage his fears. Fear, like mediocrity, is catching, and if allowed free rein it can develop into full-blown paranoia. A single paranoid actor in an ensemble can act like a black hole in space, sucking all the good acting out of everyone else.


6 Vanity


An actor must take pride in his work, of course, but must never be vain of his appearance or performance. Narcissism is an occupational hazard in the theatre. If an adoring public constantly tells you you’re beautiful and brilliant and enviable it takes a strong mind not to agree with their view. But you can’t really submerge yourself in another person’s life if you’re inordinately fascinated by your own. Vanity struts the stage in many forms. It overacts, it pompously declaims, it smirks at its own cleverness, obsesses over its appearance and constantly compares itself with others.


7 Cynicism


If good company provides the essential atmosphere for good acting, cynicism can poison it. Watch out for the hardened pro who’s seen it all before, the curl of the lip at the enthusiastically proposed idea, the condescending patronage of the junior actor, the unwarranted suspicion of someone else’s professional motives. Disappointment is usually the cause. Disappointment breeds envy and envy breeds cynicism. But good acting requires belief and faith and trust in the good nature of others. To all cynics the message must be the same: come into the body of the church or put yourself out of your misery and give up acting.





Actioning


‘Actioning’ is a system of textual analysis for directors and actors in rehearsal. It splits each character’s text up into little parcels of motivation, each one defined by an appropriate verb or verbs of action. Thus the action implied by a simple line such as ‘I love you’ might be ‘to assure’, or ‘to confess’ or ‘to own’ or ‘to blackmail’ and so on, including combinations of those actions in various admixtures.


There are directors who are so devoted to the system that they find it impossible to rehearse a play without first having thoroughly ‘actioned’ it, requiring all the actors in the company to analyse their characters’ speeches using the prescribed method. But some actors take to actioning better than others. There are those who become addicted themselves and will privately ‘action’ their scripts even when a director doesn’t demand it. There are those who put up with the discipline, drawing what good they can from it and rejecting what they find invasive of their private acting method. And there are those who can’t abide it, finding it an irrelevant and rigid form of analysis foreign to their more instinctive way of looking at the world and the people in it.


The system undoubtedly has its strengths. Based as it is in the work of Stanislavsky, it can be a fine defence against woolly thinking in actors, obliging them to be more thorough in their search for motive and character than perhaps they might otherwise choose to be. It can give directors unused to considering the complexities of human behaviour a system of character analysis that teaches them something of the range of choices available to the actor in rehearsal. And it can always be used sparingly and therefore unsystematically, only deployed by a director when there is a textual crux that cannot be resolved by normal discussion between actor and director – a little dose of actioning to clear up an irritating local complaint.


Like all systems it is only as strong as the person using it, and it can become an arbitrary and pointless tool in the hands of an unimaginative or dogmatic user. Actors who are forced against their will or natural inclination to use the system may easily show signs of mental fatigue in rehearsal, their brains working overtime to make all their ‘actions’ fit the director’s expectations of them. The avid devotee of actioning would see this as a sign that the system was working, but might be disappointed to hear what the actors are saying outside rehearsal.


Some directors of a controlling nature, unhappy with the way that the actors grow up and leave the rehearsal nest to manage on their own in performance, can be guilty of using actioning as a sort of leash or tether well into the run of the play. They may not mean to do it, but their obsession with the system makes them think that a variation from it or, worse, a rejection of it will invalidate their work. The most fanatic actioners turn the system into a religion, something to be believed in, without any sense of its true usefulness or complexity. The directors who gain most from the system are the least dogmatic, able to adapt it to their own style and accommodate different levels of enthusiasm and proficiency in others.


If actioning works for you and if your actor colleagues genuinely find it valuable, then it can be a useful tool, but the more experienced you get the more likely you are to grow out of it.


In any event, by the middle of a good rehearsal period any systems should start to fall away and be replaced by the actors ‘becoming’ their characters in defiance of any forms of analysis, exploring aspects of the emotional and the spiritual that can never be entirely prepared for, and discovering new and unexpected ‘actions’ in the living relationships between the characters.


Actors


Actors are your most important collaborators. Indeed, the fact that they are ultimately much more important to the art of theatre than you are should be a constant touchstone in your career.


The skill and artistry of actors is defined by their necessarily complex personalities, so working with them requires a similarly complex response from you. When you rehearse with actors you must be ready to engage with them as private people, exchange ideas with them as intellects, rely on their physical and vocal and imaginative powers and draw on the inner world of their emotions and memories. If you want to be a successful director you must love actors and acting, or learn to love them.


Actors are social creatures. Even the loners amongst them rely on a social context for their work, a society that includes other actors, writers, stage management, Casting Directors, administrators and, of course, audiences. You represent only one element in their social milieu, and an element that is not constantly present in their daily working lives. When you are present you may not always be regarded with trust or affection. This is because you are, directly or indirectly, an employer of actors. By casting them, calling them to rehearsal and then controlling them you put yourself in the position of a parent rather than a friend, but a parent whose usefulness has largely been outlived once rehearsals are over. Thus though you may have many actor friends, some of them intimate friends, you will always remain on the outskirts of their fraternity.


Actors are bound together not by who they are but by what they do.


There are good actors and bad, intelligent and dim, instinctive and considered, wise and foolish, broad-minded and mean-spirited, highly educated and scarcely literate and every possible shade in between. Never be guilty of treating actors as a tribe, of patronising them or underestimating them. If you do you will be cutting yourself off from the richest source of your own inspiration.


To grow as a director, you must study to understand your actors, to mine their talents, cherish their strengths, work round their weaknesses, enjoy their complications and forgive them their trespasses. But understanding requires more than sympathy for the actor. It also requires analysis of the actor’s instrument and studious judgement concerning its application.


THE ACTOR’S INSTRUMENT


As a violinist plays the fiddle or a pianist the piano, a singer’s instrument is the voice and an actor’s the whole person. A musician, however talented or skilful, makes a sound only as good as the quality of his instrument and so it is with an actor.


The actor’s instrument is comprised of four elements – body, face, voice and mind – and is exploited by two further attributes, talent and skill. Your awareness of the way in which each of these elements manifests itself in a particular actor and is exploited by his talent and his skill will let you assess whether he should be cast in a particular role and, if cast, how best you can exploit his strengths and disguise or ignore his weaknesses.


The best actors work with a fine balance of these elements, each one supporting and complementing the other. But not all actors are so gifted or so balanced. Some have a natural physical grace but are weak vocally. Some have fine intellects but seemingly unexplorable emotions. Some have conventional minds and thrilling voices. And so on. No actor is perfect and no two actors are the same.


Most experienced actors have found a way of exploiting their gifts by relying on what is strong and disguising what is weak. In doing so, they develop over time an instinctive personal method that you could describe as their acting personality. Less experienced actors will have less defined acting personalities, so their strengths and weaknesses will be easier to spot. Whether your actors are old hands or young, you must deal with them as they come to you and develop your own skills of support and judgement.


The more experienced you are yourself, the better you will know how to respond to a particular actor’s talent. But be very careful before you try to make any change in an actor’s professional personality or dismantle any part of it for the sake of another actor or for your own directorial ends. Unless you have first underpinned an actor’s perceived flaw with appreciation of some other strength that he possesses, your insight alone will not be enough to change him for the better, and if you end up damaging his confidence for no discernible return, you won’t be easily forgiven.


One of your first tasks, then, when embarking on a rehearsal process is to make a dispassionate assessment of the acting personality of each of the actors in your company based on the elements and attributes that make up the whole instrument. Once you get a bit of experience you will learn to do this without much calculation, your assessments occurring to you only when a particular actor’s strengths or weaknesses need to be emphasised, disguised or balanced within the ensemble.


THE ACTOR’S BODY


Actors come in all shapes and sizes, but an actor’s physical shape is rarely the defining aspect of his performance. If you and the actor are both happy that he is playing the part then his shape becomes the shape of the character and that’s the end of it.


Difficulties arise when an actor feels he is physically inadequate or wrong for the part. Audiences will believe almost anything if clearly instructed to do so, and an actor who believes in his own suitability will be best able to take advantage of that fact, but there are occasions when an audience’s willingness to believe is not enough and the actor’s lack of confidence serves to make things worse.


When this happens, most actors will come clean about their fears and ask you for help without being prompted. Others more used to living in denial will dream up ways of disguising their inadequacies, hiding their shapes inside their everyday clothes or favouring a particular sort of cut in their costume designs. This most commonly occurs with actors unhappy about their fatness or unfitness, but you will also come across short actors who insist on wearing lifts in their shoes, or tall actors with habitual stoops or bald actors with preposterous toupees that they refuse to acknowledge they are wearing. Whatever the disguise, these symptoms always point to the same failing – a lack of confidence in the actor’s natural shape.


Some actors are incurably out of love with their own bodies, but most of these are easy enough to help. The best tactic is to ignore the supposed weakness and concentrate instead on the actual strength. The better an actor feels about his instrument as a whole, his voice, his face, his intelligence and his wit, the less self-conscious he will be about his body and the happier he will be to abandon his disguise and notice that the actors around him are just as imperfect as he is.


Most actors live very happily with their own bodies and positively enjoy the exploitation of any peculiarity they might have. If there is a natural modesty in an actor it usually conflicts with an equally natural and childlike urge to perform unashamedly. In comedy especially, it’s impossible to play the fool and hold on to a disguise at the same time, so the disguise is usually discarded in favour of the laughter.


The abandonment of personal disguise is a necessary stage in a successful rehearsal period, especially when actors are required to change their appearances in order to realise their characters. An actor can’t adopt the physical attributes of a new character if he can’t let go of his private physical self-image. In the end it is always the actors who are most comfortable in their own skins who are most able to transform themselves by their acting alone.


Whatever an actor’s physical shape, it is the way the body moves on stage that most defines an audience’s appreciation of it. Some actors move easily, with a natural physical grace that never leaves them whatever they are required to do. Others, locked inside their intellects or bound by their private feelings, find physical movement embarrassing. This difference in ease and proficiency of movement tends to iron out actual or perceived differences in the physique of different actors. Strength or speed of movement can create a semblance of real physical power or agility on stage, whereas a locked-up actor with the body of an athlete can come across as physically weak. A fat actor can be fleet of foot and appear lighter than he really is. An older actor with a dancer’s grace or a gymnast’s suppleness can shed years in a single movement across the stage.


The one thing that is undisguisable when an actor moves on stage is any self-consciousness he might be feeling. The resulting stiffness or awkwardness is the failing in actors that is most evident to audiences, but actors displaying such symptoms may not be suffering from any fundamental lack of physical ease or training. No actor can be physically relaxed, for instance, if he is questioning his rightness for the part or harbouring other negative thoughts about his performance. An actor happy with his performance in every other way, happy to be cast, well versed in the text and the thoughts behind the text, and well liked by his peers, will nearly always move naturally on the stage and be open to further physical ideas and challenges.


If you have an actor with problems of physique or movement, look at how he behaves off stage in normal public and private life. If there is physical ease and grace there but not on stage then the source of the difficulty is likely to be an emotional or mental one caused by the acting process itself and will not be solved by addressing its outward symptoms. By giving such a physically locked actor notes about his woodenness or lack of movement you will merely add to his self-consciousness and thus compound the problem. Work with him instead on changing his inner life to match the inner life of the character. If he has an active imagination and you have the ability to put him in touch with it, his physical awkwardness will soon be replaced by the pleasure of finding the true physical life of the character he is playing.


But there will always be actors who just can’t loosen up, who are just as wooden in their daily lives as they are on stage. Many such actors have short careers, choosing to leave the profession rather than continue to torture themselves with nightly stabs of self-consciousness. Others move into film and television, where a lack of physical ease is far less noticeable, or radio, where it’s invisible. But others soldier on, building their woodenness into their acting personalities and achieving considerable success on stage in parts where physical stiffness doesn’t matter or could be seen as a positive advantage.


Physical relaxation apart, if the theatre is to succeed in holding a mirror up to nature there should be as wide a variety of bodies on stage as there is in daily life. Don’t diminish the human pageant by becoming too selective or too conventional in your casting choices. Let there be fat Hamlets, gangling Juliets and tiny Agamemnons. Let audiences see themselves as they are, not as they pretend to be.


THE ACTOR’S FACE


The lineaments of an actor’s face are the most important indicators of his expressiveness, but they also have a strong influence on his personality and confidence. They may indeed be part of the reason why actors become actors in the first place, their feelings about their own faces and other people’s attitudes to them being deeply ingrained from their earliest years. ‘She was always a beautiful child.’ ‘He was making funny faces when he was two and he hasn’t stopped since.’ ‘That profile was destined for the stage.’ Of course such sentiments are mostly a lot of nonsense and come to nothing. There are plenty of beautiful bankers, hilarious dentists and nobly profiled truck-drivers in the world. But such remarks do get into the imaginations of actors at an early age and often help to form their opinions of themselves.


Whatever face an actor possesses, there are useful and un-useful features when it comes to using it as an instrument of expressiveness on stage. However, given that some theatres are so small and intimate that the audience has the same relationship with the actor’s face as a film camera in close-up, and some theatres are so large that those sitting in the furthest-away seats are provided with binoculars, this is not an exact science.


Eyes are crucial. They are the windows to the mind, if not always to the soul, and provide the strongest evidence of an actor’s thoughts and feelings. Large, vivid and expressive eyes are thus great assets in a stage actor. Small eyes, pale and watery eyes, sunken eyes or eyes overshadowed by craggy brows are all drawbacks.


But even a lack of expressiveness in the eye department is not a fatal flaw in an actor. It can still be made up for by mobility of features or resonance of voice, and the bigger the theatre the less the lack will be felt as the power of the voice becomes a much more salient feature of the actor’s skill.


Interestingly, the power of the eyes in an optical sense has no relevance at all to the authority of the actor. Some actors are extremely myopic, almost blind without their glasses, but rather than wear contact lenses on stage, which can easily dry out under the hot stage lights, they choose to act without glasses or lenses, relying on the blurred outlines and the voices of their fellow actors but never getting more than rudimentary eye contact with them unless at very close range. The resulting misty-eyed look can come across as romantic or spiritually enlightened, adding a charm and vulnerability to the actor’s general aura. Such performers often wear their glasses for the journey from dressing room to stage, but must then be reminded by stage management to take them off before making their entrance onto the blasted heath or the Roman Forum.


In the theatre the eyes have it, the rest of the face being far less important and indeed less wise to generalise about. But each facial feature also has its corresponding conventional association. Audiences and actors alike nurse their subjective attitudes about the mean mouth, the resolute chin, the noble brow or the aristocratic nose. But such conventions are rendered ridiculous in the face of the sensuous actor with thin lips, the resolute hero with the weak chin or the perfect nobleman with the low hairline and the snub nose. No feature matters much if the performance is strong and the face is being put to its proper use as a mirror for the inner life and feelings of the actor and the character he is playing.


Just as some actors adopt disguises to escape from the physical reality of their bodies, so others do with their faces. Beware the actress who always appears in rehearsal with a thick mask of make-up or the actor who can only play heavily bearded parts because the hairy face has become part of his acting personality. They are hiding. And they may be playing a part in public they will be unhappy to relinquish in rehearsal. This lack of confidence or personal dissatisfaction finds its most pernicious form in paranoia about a particular feature or about the face in general. In some actors the obsession can become so devouring that it results in a determination to fix the perceived problem, leading to the perils of cosmetic surgery and permanent disfigurement. Though far more of a problem with screen actors, theatre actors have just as much to fear from giving in to this gross perversion of the meaning of beauty and age.


Whatever the delineations of the actor’s face, it must also be mobile and expressive. Actors on stage have to communicate thought and feeling over great distances to large numbers of people. They are competing for the audience’s attention against a lot of visual interference – from the movement of the other actors to the busy-ness of the set to the décor of the theatre itself. An actor with a small head, a little mouth and deep-set eyes will be at a disadvantage in such an environment. A less talented actor with large, elastic features, a big gash of a mouth and striking, vibrant eyes will seem more talented in comparison, all other things being equal. It isn’t fair, but it’s so nonetheless. The unfairness inherent in this simple physical fact is illustrated most vividly when an actor resorts to mugging, a deviant form of acting into which the talented and untalented can both lapse.


If mobility of facial features is important on the stage, the opposite is often true on the screen. This is well illustrated when a practised stage actor tries out his skills on television for the first time and struggles for control of his face, his expressions seeming contorted and unnatural. The communication of inner feelings to a camera lens is a very particular sort of skill, requiring a stillness and concentration that would seem lifeless on stage. The two sorts of acting are very closely related but require the exercise of two completely different sets of facial acting muscles. It takes actors many years before they become equally proficient in both techniques, and some actors find themselves opting for excellence or celebrity in one rather than a bare proficiency in both.


THE ACTOR’S MIND


The actor’s mind is a storehouse, stocked with experience and memory, observation and imagination, emotion and thought. Some of these storehouses are well ordered, the stock up to date and easily accessible. Others are labyrinthine treasure houses so complex that even the owner is ignorant of the contents. Some are suspiciously clean, suggesting an underlying chaos just behind the goods on display. Others are like Romeo’s apothecary’s shop, full of weird but worthless pieces of junk ‘thinly scattered to make up a show’. For every actor a different storehouse.


One of your jobs as director is to persuade the actor to let you have access to the storehouse, and to encourage him to range around it himself as freely as he can. Together you will discover things he may have undervalued or overlooked when searching on his own. Some actors will never let you in but will listen to what you want and then search for it on their own, quietly bringing back the item a few days later. Others will overwhelm you with choice, proudly but indiscriminately revealing every corner of the warehouse for inspection. From this wealth of choice you must help them select the useful from the pointless, the tasteful from the vulgar, the fine from the shoddy.


Your purpose is to help fit the contents of the actor’s mind into the mind of the character he is playing – and to help excise or rather neutralise those parts of the actor’s mind that are un-useful to his portrayal of the role. To do this well you must become adept at reading the minds of the actors in your charge as well as the minds of the characters they are playing – and you must be able to know at a glance the one from the other. You can’t talk to an actor about his role if you have misread the actor when out of character or the role when he is in it.


It is a privilege to be allowed access to actors’ minds. Don’t abuse it. Don’t require all actors’ minds to be the same. Celebrate their diversity by discovering the true nature of each one and then using it for what it is. Don’t fear discovering something unpleasant in an actor’s mind or express disappointment when what you discover is not what you were looking for. Adapt the character to suit the mind as well as the mind to suit the character.


Don’t require your actors’ minds to be like your own. Don’t require a female actor to think like a male or vice versa – unless you and the actor have made a conscious decision to do so. Don’t attribute a mean motive to an actor’s mind if a generous one is equally available to you. Don’t be frightened of fear, cowed by strength or rebuked by disagreement.


Measure each mind not against your own, but what you know to be the most interesting in people generally, and don’t value any part of a mind at an inflated price. The intellectual capacity of an actor, his learning and literacy and his speed of thought are only a part of the picture. Don’t undervalue humour and humility, generosity and sociability, passion and doggedness.


An actor’s mind comprises his humanity. If the theatre is to reflect an audience’s true nature back to itself, only a whole actor can create a whole human image.


THE ACTOR’S SKILL


An actor may have the finest of basic natural instruments, a good active body, an expressive face, a resonant voice and a broad mind and still make a disappointing impression on stage. This might be caused by a lack of innate talent but could just as well be a result of poor technique, preparation, training or practice. As a director you must be able to tell the difference. You will meet actors at every stage of professional development and be asked for your opinion about their prospects and ambitions. If you are to advise them wisely you must be able to make accurate judgements about their strengths and weaknesses. Directors are often cast in the role of teacher or trainer, a role more or less impossible to shirk once it is visited upon you by actors hungry for instruction.


Every part of the actor’s instrument is capable of training and will grow rusty with lack of practice. The body can be strengthened and made more supple by physical training, dance lessons can imbue gracefulness and balance, vocal power and dexterity can be increased by singing, breathing and articulation exercises, and the mind can be kept active by reading, argument and games of mental agility.


These elements of training and practice are the basic diet of a good drama school, but not all actors will have had an intensive drama school training, and those that have may have let their skills slip over the years into a lazy complacency. Some actors will have gone straight into the profession from university. Some will have started as child actors and gone into the adult profession without any sort of secondary education. Some will have had no formal training but picked up their skills where they could find them from the acting jobs they have done and the colleagues they have observed. In a company of actors you will be hard-pressed to find two actors with exactly the same story to tell about their initial training and the currency of their present skills.


Learn how to equalise the skills of the acting companies with whom you work, capitalising on the best techniques and disguising the worst. If your play requires physical skills that your actors do not possess, build a training programme into your rehearsal period.


THE ACTOR’S TALENT


Whatever the physical attributes of an actor and regardless of any skills he may or may not possess, there is also a thing called talent, not mysterious and indefinable but a measurable and valuable commodity far more present in some actors than in others.


The origins of talent are perhaps a matter of question, some asserting that an actor is born with his talent and that those not blessed at birth will never make up the deficit however hard they try, others that it is formed by conditioning in childhood, a response to encouragement or neglect or sibling rivalry. If there is an acting gene, inheritable from one’s parents, it would be interesting to see what it looks like, this noisy little group of histrionic cells struggling for expression in a single strand of DNA.


Whatever the origins of talent, the thing itself is easy enough to spot in the possessor, though it is a matter of great unfairness that those possessed of the greatest talent are rarely possessed of the physical attributes that audiences look for in their heroes and heroines. There are actors of great genius who are just too short to be anyone’s natural choice for Romeo and there are actresses just too plain to get away with being Juliet. It isn’t fair. And a good, and brave, director will buck the trend and cast the talented actor anyway. But casting is not always good and rarely brave, so the short and the plain and the fat and the odd will always get short shrift, however heroic they are in their hearts or abundantly gifted in their talents.


Unlike skill, which can be acquired, practised and developed, talent is composed of a rich amalgam of related natural gifts and instincts, more or less interwoven with the actor’s values, attitudes, personality and self-image.


The three most important constituents of acting talent are imagination, impersonation and observation. They are the gold, frankincense and myrrh of acting. Without them, actors are giftless and acting itself thriftless.


THE ACTOR’S VOICE


A good stage voice must have three virtues: resonance, musicality and distinctness.


Resonance


The resonance of a voice is largely defined by the size of the voice box and the elasticity of the vocal chords, and, to a lesser extent, by the resonating chambers in the head and chest and the capacity of the lungs. Resonance can be increased by training and practice but is greatly dependent on the size of the physical instrument.


Some actors are born with big voices and have to make very little effort to be heard, whatever the size of the theatre in which they are acting. Others, with smaller voices, must work much harder at projecting their sound into the bigger spaces and will always be at a disadvantage in the very biggest, or in any space with bad acoustics. Small voices that are overworked to fill large spaces tend to wear out quickly, resulting in temporary loss of the voice or, chronically, in permanent damage to the chords. They also tend to disappear altogether when the actor is struggling with a cold or the flu. Larger and more resonant voices are nearly always more cold- and flu-proof, with the actor still able to struggle on, drugged but audible.


Beware of casting un-resonant voices in big parts in big spaces.


Musicality


The musicality of a voice is defined by the range over which it has an active expressiveness and the elasticity with which it can change from one part of its range to another.


Most people talk like their parents, their siblings, their teachers and their school friends. Actors are no exception. The voices they heard in their childhood are the ones they mimic most easily and with the least self-consciousness. The natural musicality in an actor’s voice will be largely a matter of inheritance, its range and tonal quality defined by the voices in the parental home, the local dialect and the prevailing social and educational culture. An actor who went to boarding school will sound more like his school friends and his teachers than an actor who went to a day school and lived at home.


Musicality can certainly be enhanced by training, but only if the actor has an innate ability to listen, absorb and impersonate. The more he develops these skills, the greater will be his vocal range in reproducing what he has absorbed. But a good drama school will be wary of training out an actor’s natural dialect and replacing it with a borrowed musicality. No one else’s dialect is ever quite so personally expressive as your own, however cleverly you mimic it


An actor’s natural musicality can be heard in his normal everyday voice and shouldn’t change that much when he goes on stage. If it does, it may be at the expense of naturalness, an acquired musicality of speech often expressing itself as ‘singing’ or ‘intoning’, where the voice adopts arbitrary patterns of tone and pitch that are at odds with the true sense of the language. This is the ‘voice beautiful’ syndrome, where the sound of the voice becomes a kind of vanity, and vocal dexterity becomes a substitute for characterisation.


A voice needs an unforced musicality if an audience is to listen to it for any length of time. The bigger the part the more melodious and mellifluous the voice needs to be.


Beware of casting an unmusical voice in a leading role.


Distinctness


Distinctness depends on clarity of diction combined with the intention of the actor to be heard and understood.


The organs of distinctness are the lips, the tongue, the palate, the teeth, the brain and the ears. These work together to produce and pronounce the words, punching out the consonants, clipping off the word endings and winging the sound into the auditorium, the actor’s ears completing the job by assessing the efficacy of the result.


Any weakness in any of these organs can be fatal to an actor’s ability to communicate his meaning.


Unlike resonance and musicality, distinctness is almost entirely learnt. No child is born with perfectly inflected vowels or copper-plated consonants. Most toddlers lisp and elide and fluff their words until they learn that distinctness helps them get what they want. This is not a conscious process until children grow to be aware of the social and regional implications of their dialect. They then have a choice to make. Change the dialect to make it more distinct to more people or remain happy to be understood by only the few. With actors there is no choice. They must be understood by all in order to be appreciated by all. But by the time they know they want to be actors they may have settled into peculiarities of dialect or diction that make it difficult for this to happen. This is where you come in. If there are deficiencies in the organs of speech, you mustn’t be afraid to help the actor address them. Words can easily be practised, consonants enunciated and peculiarities of dialect gently modified, but they will need your ears to help them identify the problem in the first place, their own having already let them down.


Listening is the key to nearly all problems of distinctness. You can spend hours after a performance making lists of words you couldn’t hear or understand and then pass them out to a cast assembled for a note session the following day. Or you can save yourself and them a lot of trouble by treating them to a few listening exercises. For instance, dot them around the theatre and ask them to project their words quietly into the space, listening to one another and themselves and repeating any word that isn’t distinct to all of them. By tuning their ears in this way, the next performance will prove much more distinct and your list of problem words a great deal shorter.


Without distinctness, words lose their authority and meaning and the indistinct actor, however resonant and musical his voice may be, will struggle to claim the audience’s attention. With it, any lack of musicality or resonance in the actor’s voice will seem far less of a problem.


Adaptation


Adaptation has a long and honourable tradition in the theatre. From Thespis and Aeschylus onwards playwrights have adapted existing popular stories and turned them into plays. Myth, legend, poetry, romance, novels, histories, diaries, letters, biographies, films, casebooks, court transcripts and already existing plays have all been grist to the playwright’s mill.


Of course, adaptation in the theatre is a relative term, and in several different senses. The original material, whatever its source, may be slavishly followed or broadly interpreted or mildly influential or radically changed. The finished adaptation may end up being faithful to the intentions and the tone of the source, or create an entirely new aesthetic true to itself but at variance with the original author’s intention. The original material might be a great work of art in its own right and the adaptation an attempt to capture its greatness in a theatrical form. Or the adaptation might become a great theatrical work in itself, entirely eclipsing its original inspiration. In this case, of course, the finished work will not thereafter be known as an adaptation and the original work will become a mere source.


As a director, your relationship with these different sorts of adaptation may express itself in a variety of ways, involving you in duties, responsibilities and opportunities not normally required of you or open to you when you direct an entirely original play.


DIRECTORS AND ADAPTATIONS


1 Classic adaptations


You may be directing a classic play that was an adaptation from an original source. In this case you would be well advised to research the material from which the adaptation was made. By comparing the source material with the finished work, you will get an insight into the structure of the play and learn something about the way the story or the characters have been imagined that could be very helpful to you and to your actors in rehearsal.


2 Modern adaptations


You may be asked to direct an adaptation by a living playwright of a novel or some other literary work. In this case you will obviously read the source material and form an opinion as to the success of the adaptation. If everything is not as you would wish it, you will then have to decide how much authority you have in asking for the adaptation to be adapted further.


3 Commissioning adaptations


You may find yourself wanting to commission an adaptation and have a strong opinion about the source, what you want the final play to say and how the adaptation should be structured. In this case you will have to decide who would be the best playwright to adapt it, how much you want to influence the artistic parameters of the adaptation, even how involved you want to be in the writing process or whether to propose yourself as a co-author of the finished work.


4 Composing adaptations


You may decide to adapt an existing work yourself. In this case you must ask yourself some rigorous questions. Do you really have the playwriting skills required? Would you not be better off collaborating with a proper playwright? Once you have adapted the work, will you still be the right person to direct it? Your passionate interest in the source material will not necessarily make itself apparent in your work on the adaptation. Admiration is not a qualification.


5 Authors and their estates


You may want to adapt, or commission an adaptation of, an existing literary work by a living writer, or by a writer whose work is not yet in the public domain. There will always be complications here, and you will have to get your performing rights sorted out. The original author may have a very strong opinion about an adaptation of his work. He may want to adapt it himself but in your view not be the best person for the job. Or he may want to have the work adapted by someone else and not think you the right person to direct it. If he is dead, his remaining family, executors or trustees may have an even stronger and often less reasonable view about an adaptation than the author had he still been alive.


6 Adapting from workshops


You may want to use a workshop as part of the writing process (see below). This might involve improvisation with actors and collaboration with the original author and/or with a playwright. And it might require the skills of a choreographer and dancers or a composer and musicians.


7 Adapting from scratch


You may be working on a devised play or a verbatim play and find yourself adapting the experiences and improvisations of your actors or the memories of your real-life characters. Again, you must be sure that you have the authorial skills to form what you see and hear in rehearsal, or bear witness to in research, into a performable play. If you have any doubts on this score, get help. Invite a writer to join you.


QUESTIONS FOR WOULD-BE ADAPTORS


1 Motive


What is your motive for making the adaptation? Do you seek to give a non-theatrical work that you admire a theatrical life? Does the author of the original work have something to say that you think is important for a modern audience to hear? Is it your intention to be faithful to the original material or are you using it as a source for some other reason? Do you want your audience to receive what you perceive to be the original author’s intention or do you have some other, equally credible and creditable, intention to put in its place?


2 History


Why did the writer of the original work not write it as a play in the first place? Is it because it never occurred to him? Or is it because he disliked the theatre, or didn’t know about the theatre, or because the theatre of his time was moribund, unequal to the task of saying what he wanted to say as a writer? If the latter, why would the theatre of today be kinder to his work than the theatre of his time?


3 Theatricality


Are you quite sure that the theatre is the right place for the expression of this story? Is the plot structure sufficiently theatrical? Can the events of the story be broken up into coherent theatrical scenes?


4 Actability


Are the characters actable? Is there enough dialogue in the story or enough evidence of dialogue for it to be extrapolated from the interplay between the characters? Has the author given the characters thoughts they cannot express to the other characters? If these thoughts are important, how will they be communicated to an audience? Do you need a Narrator or a narrative device? How will such a device work? How will it be integrated into the rest of the play?


5 Conflict


If the essence of drama is conflict, is there sufficient conflict in the story? How does the conflict express itself between the protagonists? Can the conflict between the characters come to a dénouement without the intervention of the author?


6 Philosophy


How philosophical is the work you intend to adapt? Does the philosophical content make the work discursive? Will this matter in a theatrical version? Is the philosophical content of the work important to its overall meaning? Must you find a way of expressing it to make the work complete?


7 Legacy


Would the author of the original work admire what you are doing? When it is finished will he thank you for it? Dead or alive, will he be pleased? Do you care?


ADAPTATION TECHNIQUES AND DEVICES


1 Themes and ideas


What is the author’s theme? If he is saying something you think is important, your first duty is to make that something visible and audible on the stage. How do you want the audience to feel as they leave the theatre when the play is over? What do you want them to be thinking about? Throughout the adaptation process, don’t get hung up on detail. Keep the big ideas and the major themes in your sights. Have a copy of the original text constantly by your side. Let it be your bible. Analyse it. Make notes all over it. Underline the passages you think are crucial to its meaning. Pay special attention to the passages that inspired you the most and first triggered your thought that the work should be a play.


2 Structure


Novels are usually divided into chapters, epic poems into books and stanzas, biographies into periods of a life, histories chronologically ordered into their major events. How can these structures be converted to a theatrical form? In other words, what’s the story? In the theatre this nearly always means: whose story is it? With which of the characters are you expecting the audience to identify? And why would the audience make the identification? How can you present the story of this character, or these characters, in a coherent theatrical manner? How many acts are there? Does the story fall naturally into one or two or more major movements? Should the audience receive the whole work in one uninterrupted act or should there be a break halfway through? If the latter, how will the first half end? What will make the audience want to return for the second half? Or is there more than one break? How long do you intend the whole performance to last?


3 Length


How long is your source material? Assuming it is in book form, count the pages. Then time yourself reading a typical page, not too fast, at the same speed it would take for an actor to project the reading during a performance. Now multiply that time by the number of pages in the book. That’s how long your show would take if you left nothing out. Now ask yourself how long the finished play should be. The best way to answer this is to consider the source material and the attention span of its likely audience and ask how long a play version deserves to be. How much time does the story need? How long will an audience sit still for it? How personal is it? How epic? How full of ideas? How serious? How comic? How involving in any way? Once you’ve decided on a rough length, subtract that time from the time it would take to read the entire source. What’s left over is what you have to cut.





4 Telling the story


As a general rule, try to tell the story as vividly as you can with as few scenes as possible. Consider for a moment Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It has three highly complex plots weaving in and out of one another. It has two major locations, one ‘real’ and the other fantastical. It goes from palace to wood, from day to night, from reality to dream and back, and it ends with a celebration that includes a play within a play. And it does all this in only nine scenes. Or look at Chekhov’s Three Sisters. The central characters start young and hopeful and become older and more jaded by time and experience as the play continues. There is a birthday, a marriage, a baby, a fire, a retirement, infidelities, a duel and a death. The army, garrisoned in the town, moves away, leaving the central characters to mourn their departure and hope for a better future for themselves. Nothing has happened and everything has happened. And all in four scenes, an astonishing dramatic conflation that would have taken a lesser playwright ten or twelve scenes to accomplish. How many scenes does your source story need? Remember, every time you finish one scene and start on another, the audience must reconfigure its attention. It should only have to do that when absolutely necessary for the action and the development of the characters.


5 Exposition


What is the opening scene of your play? How much of the exposition of the story can it contain? Don’t leave too much for later scenes. Try to get all the conflicts in your story set up as early as possible. More than anything else, conflict is what will hook the audience’s attention. As you set up all the threads of your main plot, look at the subplots, if any. Do you need them all? Is there anything you could sensibly cut to streamline the story? With novels especially there are often episodes that support the main story but are not integral to it. Can you do without them? Are there any events in the main plot that can be conflated with other events to make longer and more dramatic scenes? Can events from any subplots be drawn into main plot scenes?





6 Time scale


What is the overall time scale of your source story? What month or season does it start in, how much time goes by during the story and what month or season does it finish in? Is this the right time scale for your play? Should you change the seasonal plot for thematic or character reasons? Is your play a winter play ending in spring or a summer play ending in autumn? Is it seasonal at all? Or is it cyclical? Are there repetitious patterns of time in the story? How does time relate to the development of the characters? How old are they all when the play begins and ends? How much time goes by inside each act? Most plays have a broader time scale in the first act than in the second or subsequent acts, with time contracting further and further towards the dénouement. Is this suitable for your story? How much time passes between each of your scenes and during each scene? Do you want to lengthen the feeling of time passing or foreshorten it? How will you do this? Through narration, or as part of the visual design, or by having the characters mention the seasons or the day or the hour? Is there a ‘ticking clock’ in your story? Do the characters have to achieve anything within a particular time? How would your scene structure take account of this? Sometimes the visiting of multiple locations within the same short time span can intensify the feeling that time is moving very quickly. Should you be considering unconventional time schemes? Would a flashback be suitable at any point? Would the story benefit from being book-ended by a present-tense scene but with the body of the story being in the past? Could the story jump around in time, or go backwards in time?


7 Location


How many locations are there in your source story? How useful is it for all these locations to be honoured in your play? Can you simplify them or conflate them? Is there one overarching metaphorical location in which all the events can happen? Are you in a wood or an orchard, in a house or a garden, on a ship, or on another planet? Novelists have no limits on their choices of location. Playwrights have as many limitations as the style of their plays dictates. The more naturalistic the style the more the locations must be realised for the audience. How naturalistic will your design style be? How many locations will your budget allow you to depict?


8 Characters


Novels and biographies have no limit to the number of characters they use. They are as populated as the novelist or the biographer needs them to be, which is always more populated than the theatre can afford, in terms of space, salary and narrative coherence. The reader of a novel or a history can keep dozens of characters ticking over in his mind. If he gets lost he can flip back through the pages and remind himself who was who. In the theatre if a member of the audience gets lost he stays lost. Experienced playwrights limit the number of their characters to the essential figures needed to tell the story. A character must earn his keep.


Make a list of all the characters in the source material. Underline the crucial leading characters, those that can’t be played as doubles. Cross out all the characters that are only in the subplots you have cut or that feature in unimportant incidents. With the characters that are left, make a table, with chapters or scenes on one axis and characters on the other. Once you’ve finished the table, see how the characters are spread across the story. Now ask yourself: could any of these characters be amalgamated? Do any of them serve similar purposes to one another in the story? Could a series of unimportant characters be amalgamated to create a larger one? Could any of the male characters just as well be female and vice versa? Are all the characters worth playing? Will the actors thank you for them? Could any of the smaller characters be subsumed into middle-sized characters to make them more interesting for actors to play? Once you have finished all your amalgamations, look at the remaining characters and decide how many of them could be doubles. Now look at the total number of characters you think your story needs. Can your theatre company afford them?


9 The author’s voice


In most plays the characters convey the story, unaided by a narrative device. There are obvious exceptions: Greek plays have their Choruses, as do some Elizabethan plays. Brecht has his choral devices, his ballad songs, banner headlines and storytellers, as do many modern plays written in imitation. But most playwrights eschew these devices, preferring to keep their narrative subsumed in their characters. They might give you clues to their storytelling intentions in the stage directions, but they mostly rely on what the characters say, how they describe themselves to one another, what they notice of their surroundings, how they react to the time of day, the weather and the seasons and, most importantly, how they interpret one another’s behaviour and then react to their interpretations. In many plays a stranger, or a character returning from a long absence, arrives in the first scene or two so that the back-story can be explained to him by another character more in the know. As the play continues, similarly ignorant characters can be introduced whenever the storytelling needs to skip forward in time or gather pace. However fast the story proceeds, the audience must not be left behind. Novels, biographies and histories do not need such devices. Their storytellers are present in every line, either as third-person narrators, the god’s-eye-view, or as first-person, where a protagonist character, or an auto-biographer, tells the story in his or her own words. There are exceptions to these two categories – the epistolary novel, where two or more protagonists tell the story by an exchange of letters, the multi-first-person novel, where a series of protagonists take it in turn to tell the story, or the documentary history, where the historian relies on witness statements to make up the narrative. But the commonest narratives are first-and third-person ones and they present the adaptor with two rather different challenges. With third-person narrative the first thing you have to decide is whether or not the storyteller’s point of view, the author’s voice if you like, is inherently important to the meaning of the work. Can it be successfully subsumed into the voices of the characters or is there something so idiosyncratic about it, so powerful, so unlike anything that any of the characters would be capable of saying or thinking, that it must be included in the play on its own account? With first-person narrative the problem is a simple one: how does the character play himself and narrate the story at the same time? If the character is telling the story, he knows how it finishes, otherwise how could he be telling it? This puts him at an advantage over all the other characters, who have no idea what their fates are to be, or a disadvantage, in that he can never be completely endangered by the events of the story. Whatever happens to him in the story, he survives to tell it. This fundamental inequality is foreign to the normal world of the theatre, where the audience have an equal view of all the characters and can judge their behaviour equally. In a first-person narrative, the other characters think and feel only as they are perceived to do by the narrator. In a play version the audience must therefore rely on the narrator for all that they know of the other characters. No scene can happen unless the narrator-protagonist is present in it or watching it from afar. This greatly limits the extent to which the other characters can have an inner life. None of them can soliloquise or talk about their secret purposes or desires to anyone other than the narrator. But if you decide to abandon the first-person narrative in your adaptation, how does this decision disable the protagonist-narrator’s control over the story and therefore over the audience’s attention? Who is Jane Eyre unless she is telling her own story? Or David Copperfield? Or Ishmael?


10 Narration


If you decide the authorial voice of your source material cannot be subsumed within the voices of the characters, you may need a narrator or some sort of storytelling device. Choose carefully from the list under Narrators and Narration, but once you have done so, take equal care that you do not overuse your choice. A storyteller can give you extraordinary narrative freedom, but freedom can lead to looseness of structure and prolixity. Be rigorous in cutting down your narrative to what is essential. Don’t let the narrator outstay his welcome or the narration outweigh the rest of the text.


11 Making connections


Look at items 1–10 above and ask yourself how they relate to one another. For example, how do the big themes of the story manifest themselves in the lives of the characters or in the locations of the scenes? Does the time scale consistently relate to the lives of all the characters? Does the storyline leave any of the characters hanging at the end of the play? Does everyone get a proper resolution? Does your choice of a narrative device solve your location and time scale problems? If you include a narrator, what is his relationship with the characters and with the set? And so on. By cross-checking all these devices you may discover a missed opportunity or two.


ADAPTATION FOR MUSICAL THEATRE


Whether they are original creations or adaptations from an existing source, musicals are written by partnerships of book writer, lyricist and composer.


Even if you find yourself doubling as book writer or, in very exceptional circumstances, as lyricist or composer, your main role as the director of an adaptation will be to coordinate the work of these three disciplines and keep them all working in the same direction and faithful to, or more interestingly inventive than, their source.


If you are asked to direct an already finished, or partly finished, adaptation, you should look at the list of questions under New Musicals and make a judgement on the quality of the work and the likelihood of its being successful before you agree to get involved with it.


If you are helping to start an adaptation from scratch, your first and most important job, if you have any say in the matter, will be to make sure that the composer/lyricist/book writer team is the right one for the source material. Assure yourself that the composer can write with originality in an appropriate musical style, that the lyricist fully understands the complexity and skill required for the job and can suit his lyrics to the original author’s cast of mind, and that the book writer is a proper dramatist with a play or two under his belt.


The initial ground you will all have to cover will be more or less the same as for straight theatre. Look at everything else in this entry and see how it relates to the source you are considering. Only then should you also consider the following important points peculiar to musical theatre:





1 Story structure


Don’t write a note of music or a word of lyric until the basic story has been mapped out and you are all sure that the plot will bear the weight of a musical adaptation. You could do a lot worse than have your book writer sketch out the whole story as if it were a play before composer and lyricist pick up their pens.


2 Plot complexity


Avoid stories with highly convoluted plots. The more complicated the plot the harder it will be to paint it in the broad emotional brushstrokes that most musical theatre pieces require. Songs are bad vehicles for explaining things.


3 Intellectual complexity


Avoid overly philosophical or intellectual material. Complex ideas are very hard to convey in song. They nearly always end up sounding pretentious, however important they are to the story.


4 Characters


Concentrate on telling the story through the lives of the characters. Characters that sing must have something to sing about. Why are your characters singing? If they are to sing soliloquies or solo ballads, they must have sufficiently conflicted inner lives that their thoughts can only be communicated to the audience in private address.


5 Choruses


If your work employs a chorus, make sure it has a proper dramatic function. Don’t have a chorus just because your composer wants to make a big choral sound at some point during the piece. Look at the narrative devices in the list above and consider how your chorus might relate to the way your story is told. If the chorus has no narrative function, why do you need it? Who are the people that your chorus comprises, and what is their relationship to the protagonist characters? If you can’t answer these questions adequately, then you don’t really need a chorus.





6 Singing and speaking


Unless your musical structure is exceptionally tight and/or the musical itself is exceptionally short, beware the perils of the sung-through musical. If the characters have a lot to say to one another, or if the author has a lot to say to the audience, the recitative sections of the score will seem endless and the composer will be hard-pressed to keep the music melodically engaging. Don’t forget, it takes much longer to sing than to speak, and sung words are harder for an audience to understand than spoken words. Sung-through musicals are not worthier than book musicals or more ‘artistic’. Much better to have spoken scenes than poorly realised sung dialogue.


7 How to speak


If you decide to include spoken scenes in your piece, encourage your book writer to keep the dialogue lines as short as possible. As a general rule, if the characters have long speeches you will find it harder for the scenes to go seamlessly from spoken word to song and back. Short dialogue lines are crafted in a similar way to lyrical lines and therefore make a better match with them.


8 Musical structure


Encourage your composer to express the story structure in musical terms. Look for the big musical scenes in your source material, where a single musical idea can be sustained over a long period. Look for the big songs. Where are the greatest moments of conflict for the protagonist characters? Where are they wondering what to do next? Where are they in moral or emotional quandaries? Find musical leitmotifs of theme and character that help bind the whole piece together. Don’t drown the story with an over-abundance of musical ideas. Find ways in which the predominant musical ideas can be reused in different forms as the story grows. On the other hand, don’t overuse a melody or a musical device in the mistaken belief that it will make the score more memorable. More likely it will just drive the audience nuts.





9 Lyrical content


Once the main musical scenes and songs have been identified, encourage your lyricist to make his content interesting and dramatically necessary. A good method is to have the book writer map out the content of each scene and song before the lyricist has a go at it. In solo ballads, make sure there is a dramatic progression through the song. If the character is in the same frame of mind at the end of the song as he was at the beginning, the song will not be earning its keep.


10 Musical and lyrical variety


Your composer and lyricist should collaborate to ensure that no two scenes or songs have an identical structure. They have plenty of techniques at their disposal: length and rhythm of line, rhyming scheme, time signature, key relationships, melody, harmony and tempo. If two songs end up feeling similar, one of them will need to be given a makeover. A good test of the musical and lyrical variety of your work is to get your Musical Director to play you a single bar randomly selected from the score. If you can’t tell exactly where it comes from, it isn’t particular enough.


11 Rhyme and reason


Rhyme is the mother of cliché in the musical theatre. In a serious piece, bad or clichéd rhyme will trivialise the lyrics, but good and ingenious rhyme can also make them seem over-clever, as if the lyricist is quietly applauding himself at the expense of the characters. Clever rhyme is much better suited to comic material than serious. Rhymed lyrics take a long time to get right and can hold everything else up in the process. Lyrics don’t have to rhyme at all, and when they do they don’t have to rhyme with absolute regularity. Rather than fall into hackneyed patterns of rhyme, experiment with schemes that give you greater freedom and the lyrical language more of a chance to breathe.


12 Letting go


Never fall in love with a tune, a lyric or a scene. Adapting a story for the musical theatre is an endlessly collaborative venture. If a work is held hostage by over-preciousness from any one of its creators, it will fall into jeopardy. All partners to the enterprise must be ready to ‘murder their darlings’ for the common good.


ADAPTATION WORKSHOPS


Adaptations are often commissioned for particular ensembles or theatre companies. In these cases it may be appropriate to begin the whole adaptation process with a workshop, making the writer a collaborative partner in the ensemble.


Schedule the workshop to take place at least three months before the rehearsals proper are due to start, longer if the source work is complicated or in a very raw state.


You will need a good-sized rehearsal room and as large a group of actors as the work requires. If at all possible you should try to use actors who will see the work through to the performance stage, though this may prove difficult to schedule.


You may wish to include other important collaborators. Having a designer on board from the start is always a good idea, and a composer too if music is to be a major ingredient.


You could take a week over the work, or two or three, depending on what you want to achieve – though in some countries you may have to take account of union rules governing workshop hours and rates of pay.


What you shouldn’t try to do is to write the piece during the workshop period. Writing by committee never works. Because actors are good at speaking dialogue, they will sometimes deceive themselves, and you too, into thinking they are good at writing it. But this is rarely the case. Be ready to intervene if you see your writer being fed lines by your actors and doing his best to jot them down in order not to offend. He will need your protection. Actors should be encouraged to improvise with all the freedom and brilliance they can muster, but not to think of the dialogue they invent as finished script. Let the writer take notes as he thinks fit, but let no one dictate to him what those notes should be. The idea of a workshop of this sort is to give the writer a clear set of guidelines about the structure of the finished work, together with its themes, ideas and characters. After the workshop is over, he will go away and write the play.


The structuring of the workshop is up to you and your collaborators. It’s impossible to be prescriptive given the wide variety of source material you may be working on, but here are some of the things you may need to achieve and a few ideas on how to achieve them:


1 Reading and understanding the source


All members of the workshop should become conversant with the source material, but it would be unreasonable to expect them to study it too deeply in advance. You may be adapting a long and complicated novel and some of your actors may not be great readers. At some point during the first day, allocate chapters or sections of the source for your actors to read at home. You and your other collaborators should also be part of the allocation. Depending on how many actors you have, you may need to allocate two or three chapters per person, but don’t give the same person two adjacent chapters. On subsequent days, when they are ready, and in no particular order, they can make reports of the chapters they have studied, précising the material to, say, a minute per chapter. Once everyone has reported, you will have in your possession a précised version of the source. You will also have a resident expert for every chapter, a valuable resource for the whole of the workshop period. You can now get the whole company to sit down and tell the story a chapter at a time. If you have a thirty-chapter novel and everyone has kept to the brief of a minute a chapter, the story will take half an hour to narrate. This can be a fascinating exercise. You get the bare bones of the story but you get with it the creative animations of your storytelling actors. Events and characters are brought into vivid relief, with different actors delineating the characters differently depending on where you are in the story. Once the exercise has been fully discussed, you can go further with it. Ask the actors to précis their material much more succinctly, say to ten seconds per chapter, and a few days later repeat the storytelling exercise. This time a thirty-chapter novel will take only five minutes to narrate. You can learn a lot from this about the essential structure of your source. Pay special attention to chapters that are very hard to précis. These will be the places where you and your audience will be most in danger of losing the plot.


2 Research


It is often important to understand the social, political or religious background of the source material and something about the life of its author. If this is the case, you can use the same research exercises that you might use for rehearsing a play, allocating research homework for different members of the company. It may also be useful to turn part of the rehearsal room into a research library with maps, charts and illustrations on the wall for easy reference.


3 Creating a narrative


Once you have understood the size and scope of the story you are telling, it should become clear how much of it can be told through the characters alone and how much you will need to use a narrative device. If you feel you don’t need a narrator at all, you can omit this stage of the work, but if narration does figure in your thinking you should spend at least a day experimenting with different narrative forms. Take a look at the different narrative options in the list under Narrators and Narration, and decide which might be appropriate for your story. Take an important passage from the source, an episode that is crucial to the story but looks like it might be hard to narrate, and work on it with your actors. Once you’ve hacked a rough performance out of it, try a different device on the same material. And a third and a fourth. If you have a large workshop company, divide it into two or three groups and give the groups the same passage from the source to be narrated in two or three different ways. Give them an hour to prepare and then get them to perform their different versions. If nothing feels right, try other options, but if you can’t decide on a narrative form on the first day, don’t worry. You will still have plenty of time to experiment as you start to explore scenes in greater detail.





4 Building a story


Isolate three or four of the main events from the source; episodes that you know must be included in the adaptation because of their importance to the narrative, their dramatic vividness or their moral or intellectual authority. Choose scenes that are well spaced across the story so that when you’ve finished working on them they can serve as stepping-stones from one part of the source to another. You should probably avoid working on anything from the very end of the story: endings tend to sort themselves out when you get everything before them right. But if you are planning on having an interval, it may be instructive to work on the scene you think might immediately precede it. This scene will carry the weight of its own story, maybe even have a strong plot twist or a summary of uncompleted themes, but it must also send the audience away wanting to know more, feel more, experience more. Imagine what you want the audience to be thinking about during the interval. This will tell you what the tone of a pre-interval scene should be and, by inference, the tone of the whole work. Once you’ve chosen the scenes you want to explore, work through them thoroughly in turn. If you are working a two-session day, don’t let work on any one scene run over more than one session. Try to accomplish two big things every day. If you get badly stuck on anything, move on to another scene. A solution may well present itself at a later date when you’re working on something else. How you work on each scene is entirely up to you. You and your writer may have prepared scenes in advance that you want the actors to explore. You may want to use improvisation techniques of one sort or another so that the writer can watch scenes being played in different situations or styles. You may want to have two or more groups of actors working on the same scene so that you can compare and contrast different acting or narrative solutions. There are no set rules for workshops, only what you or your writer think will prove most useful or informative to the creative process. Be ready for your writer to guillotine your work on a scene. At any moment he might get such a clear idea of where he wants to take the material that he will fear losing his thread from an overload of ideas, or from the pursuit of what he thinks is a fruitless line of enquiry. Conversely, before you abandon your work on any scene, make sure your writer is also happy to do so. He may want to try something that hasn’t occurred to you or your actors.


5 Exploring the characters


Characters in novels may be as fully realised as their authors need them to be, but they are usually much more clearly delineated by description than by dialogue. Characters in histories, biographies and letters often have very little dialogue at all. One of the most important tasks for an adaptor is to flesh out the protagonist characters in a story by turning description into conversation. Get your actors to read through whatever dialogue evidence there is, however thin, for the characters you want them to explore. Then allocate the roles and put the characters into rehearse-able scenes or improvisations. In choosing scenes or situations, concentrate on those where two or more characters are in a conflict of some sort. The best way to prove the depth and quality of a characterisation is to clash it against another character. Scenes dominated by a single character will tend to become monologues and monologues tend to make actors self-conscious rather than reactive. Writers often enjoy having an actor, or actors, in mind while they are writing a character. A sparky improvisation from an actor can provide a writer with the rhythm of a character, or a speech pattern or a set of attitudes, maybe even some lines of dialogue. But don’t let a particular actor hog one of the characters. Try out different actors on different characters, regardless of age or gender. Your writer should be perfectly capable of making up a whole character from different actors’ characteristics. This will also stop the actors feeling proprietorial about the characters – but explain to them in advance what you’re doing so they don’t feel they’re being auditioned. Where final casting has yet to be decided or the roles to be cast are not yet properly defined, actors can get nervous or competitive about their future prospects, and this can harm the creative atmosphere of the workshop. You will also get a much better idea of the possible casting range for each character, in terms of age, gender and personality. If a character is proving particularly elusive, get an actor to assume the role and then put the actor/character in the hot seat and let the other actors and the writer fire questions at him.


6 Experimenting with style


You may already have decided on a performance style. Your source material may so obviously demand a particular sort of acting or production technique that you feel you have little choice in the matter. If not, you should use part of your workshop time to search for an appropriate style. Use different groups of actors to rehearse the same scene in three or four different ways: in a completely naturalistic style with real props and furniture as required, in dumb-show with the story simultaneously narrated, naturalistically acted but with mimed props, as farce. Keep searching until you find a tone to suit the source.


AFTER THE WORKSHOP


Once the workshop is over you will need to stay in pretty constant touch with your writer. As he works his way through the material, he may want to refresh his memory about some aspect of the workshop or try out a new idea or two on you. Frequent meetings are often needed to keep the work on the right track. But if he prefers to work alone, let him alone. For each writer his own method.


As soon as a first draft is completed you can reconvene the workshop for a read-through, preferably with the same actors you used in the workshop. The greater the continuity of personnel, the more informed the subsequent discussions about the work and what it will be like when it finally meets its audience.


The quality of the debate is very important at this stage. The writer will need plenty of support and encouragement before he goes off to produce the final script. A process that begins collaboratively will need to continue in the same vein. And you must be careful at this point not to respond negatively if the writer has developed the script in ways you didn’t expect. You and the actors must be prepared for him to have had inspirations of his own that weren’t anticipated during the workshop period. That’s what writers do when you leave them on their own. So give their new ideas a proper hearing before you react to them.


By this time you should be only a matter of weeks at the most from the start of your rehearsal period, just enough time for the writer to make final adjustments to the script, and for you and your other collaborators to finalise the casting, the set and the score.


Don’t panic if the work isn’t entirely finished by the time you get into rehearsal. There isn’t a line where one sort of work finishes and another begins. You need to be as well prepared as possible, of course, but your writer will still be with you in rehearsal, still writing and shaping and trimming as you and the actors work on the scenes. With adaptation plays, it is quite common for rewrites to be happening right up to the last minute, and beyond, into the first previews. The more the actors have been part of the process from the very start, the more they will relish the challenge of last-minute changes and understand the necessity for them.


Ad Libs and Ad Libbing


When an actor ad libs, he invents or extemporises a line not written in his text. Not to be confused with ‘paraphrasing’, where an actor is being lazy with the text or extemporising his way out of a lapse of memory, an ad lib is a deliberate addition, often by an actor in a comic role intent on building a laugh or stretching out a routine beyond the author’s written intention.


Ad lib is short for ad libitum, a Latin phrase meaning ‘at will’ or ‘at pleasure’. The word libido is derived from the same root, and in some actors it is hard to tell which is the stronger of the two urges.


An ad lib can be very useful when an actor dries and needs to be signposted back to the text by a kindly intervention from a colleague. Or when something horribly untoward has happened on stage and a witty actor alleviates the audience’s discomfort with a pithy and apposite phrase before returning to the text as written.


Ad libbing can be highly contagious, and a serial ad libber must have his efforts nipped in the bud if you want to avoid a pandemic of ad-libbery breaking out all over one of your productions.


Ad libbing is sometimes a required technique, especially in the construction of crowd scenes, but directors and actors must beware the vegetable perils of ‘rhubarb’.


Administrators


Always treat the administrative staff of a theatre, however junior, as your equal collaborators. Don’t let their closed doors or busy demeanours put you off. Learn their names and make them your friends.


Most people take up jobs in the theatre because they love theatre. You will get the best support from them if you interest them in what you are doing and assume that they are interested in supporting you, which nearly all of them will be. If they sometimes seem a little reserved in their support, it is because they have worries other than yours and a set of complex loyalties involving every department in the theatre.


Most administrators have a wealth of theatrical experience you’d be foolish to ignore. When you find yourself in a bind, ask for their help and advice. One friend in the administrative offices of a theatre will sometimes be worth more to you than a dozen in the rehearsal room.


Agents


Agents are the middlemen in the theatre business. They represent the interests of creators and performers in their dealings with producers and other employers.


Directors, like most theatre artists, are usually self-employed. They move from job to job and contract to contract on an irregular basis with very little financial or legal security. In these circumstances managing one’s own career can be a daunting prospect and an agent an invaluable protector.


Good agents are very useful beasts. They know the theatre business, who’s running what, who’s in and who’s out, what’s about to happen and what’s just been cancelled, who has influence and who doesn’t. They bring work opportunities to your attention. They know theatre law or they have lawyers that know it. They negotiate on your behalf when you sign your name to a contract or negotiate for performing rights, and they protect you from exploitation by unscrupulous producers. They ask your potential employers for sums of money that you would blush to mention and in return take a mere 10 per cent of your earnings. They give you a better sense of your real artistic and financial worth than you could arrive at by yourself. They place you to advantage in the profession by exaggerating your virtues and moderating your inflated expectations.


But you won’t have to work for very long in the theatre before you hear your first negative view of agents. There are those who inveigh against them with a passion. Their patter runs thus. Agents are parasites. They have created a need for themselves where no need really exists. They never get you work. They do nothing in negotiating with employers that you couldn’t do just as well for yourself. They take 10 per cent of everything you earn, even when you get a job without their help. They are never available to support you when you’re down and they exploit you for all you’re worth when you’re up. At best they are a necessary evil, at worst a positive menace.


Of course there are bad agents as well as good agents, but those who damn them outright usually have grievous ulterior motives for doing so, the sins of the agent made an excuse for the shortcomings of the client.


GETTING AN AGENT


Most experienced and successful directors have agents. Most young and aspiring directors don’t have agents and wish they had. Agents are more interested in representing successful directors than unsuccessful ones. Some far-sighted agents are keen to represent talented young directors who haven’t yet proved they can be successful. Short-sighted agents tend to outnumber far-sighted ones, just as busy agents outnumber unbusy ones.


This equation makes things difficult for the young and aspiring director, but if you count yourself in that number, you shouldn’t lose much sleep over it. And you shouldn’t confuse cause with effect.


By and large agents don’t get you work. Successful directors don’t derive a living from their agents. The case is quite the opposite. Agents derive a living from their successful clients. Good directors create their own work by networking on their own account. No employer of directors is ever going to take an agent’s opinion of his client on trust.


Agents will be interested in representing you the minute you have a potentially lucrative contract that needs negotiating or when you are working so regularly that the prospect of representing you looks like being a good bet. Until that time there is little an agent can do to help you develop your career that you couldn’t do just as well, if not better, yourself.


If you do have a piece of work you think is good enough to attract an agent, don’t just wing off a raft of generalised letters to every agent in the book. They get dozens of those every week. Know who you’re writing to and why. There are hundreds of agents and none of them have quite the same client list. Most actors’ agents don’t represent directors at all. Some writers’ agents also represent directors. Some directors’ agents only represent TV and film directors. Know your agent.


Start by networking. Ask all the directors you know and admire who their agents are, and if it doesn’t seem too cheeky, ask said admired directors to recommend you, but only if they know your work and can genuinely vouch for it. If you don’t know any directors that well, look up the ones you admire on the various professional registers that exist, British Actor’s Equity for example, or the Director’s Guild of Great Britain, and find out who their agents are. The agent of a director you admire might be the right one for you or be able to recommend someone suitable for you. If you do your detective work well enough you will be able to create a list of the twenty or so agents that might give you the time of day.


If you are offered a significant contract that you feel unable to negotiate on your own, don’t hesitate to ask an agent for help. Many agents will agree to represent you provisionally on the basis of one good contract and then see how your career develops without making a hard and fast commitment to you.


POINTS TO CONSIDER WHEN EMPLOYING YOUR FIRST AGENT




1 There are good agents and not-so-good agents.


2 Not every good agent is necessarily the right agent for you.


3 Some good agents have so many successful and demanding clients that they won’t have time for you. They may not like to admit this, especially if they admire you.


4 A small agency will not necessarily be better for you than a big one. An agent with only a few clients can still be monopolised by the most successful and demanding clients they have.


5 A big agency is not necessarily a faceless institution. There may be a young agent working in it who is perfect for you and is trying to prove himself as an agent just as you are trying to prove yourself as a director.


6 An agency that mostly represents actors may be less useful to you than one that also represents playwrights and other directors.


7 Choose an agent who is genuinely interested in theatre. A lot of agents are much more excited by film and TV than they are by theatre. If attending your productions is a penance for them they will come to resent you for obliging them to attend.


8 Choose an agent who admires and understands your work. Your agent must be able to speak energetically and cogently about you to prospective employers.


9 Choose an agent you personally like and who personally likes you. If an agent shares your sense of humour and intelligence and general view of the world, he or she will think positively about you and want to see you prosper.


10 Don’t think you have to be close friends with your agent. Your relationship should be founded on mutual financial interest and what is best for your career. Most agents resent having to double as therapists.


11 Agents work for you, not you for them. They may be powerful figures in their own right, but in the end they rely on your work to survive. If you start feeling like an employee, the relationship has inverted itself.


12 If your first agent doesn’t work well for you then talk to him or her about it. If that doesn’t help, look for another.





ACTORS’ AGENTS


If you work for larger theatre companies that employ their own Casting Directors you will have little to do with actors’ agents, but at the start of your career you may have to deal quite regularly with them. Here are some rules of engagement:




1 Agents can be a total pain, but try not to lose your patience with them. One of their jobs is to protect their clients from doing crappy work that doesn’t pay anything. The work has to be very good to compensate for the lack of money. You need to persuade them that their clients’ careers will benefit from working with you; that your career is worth the gamble.


2 Before you start negotiating with an agent, make sure, if you can, that the client really wants to work with you. This will strengthen your position. Obviously it will help if you know the actor and you’ve discussed the job between you. Agents don’t like being sidelined like this, but there’s no law against it and it saves a lot of time.


3 An actor might say one thing to you and a different thing to his agent. It happens all the time. Actors don’t like being rude to directors, however inexperienced they are. They use their agents to protect themselves from people like you. Learn to read between the lines.


4 If an agent is stalling you, it’s probably because he doesn’t want his client to do the job you’re offering but hasn’t yet talked to the client about it. In this case, find a way to talk to the actor direct or give the agent a deadline, and if you don’t hear back, move on to someone else.


5 If the actor you want is unavailable or unwilling to take the part you’re offering, the agent may try to sell you someone else. Don’t dismiss the suggestion out of hand. If the agent has read the play and knows what the part requires, the proposal might be a good one. Agents are subjective about their clients, of course, but they’re often very good at casting.





Alexandrines


See Metre.


Alienation


‘Alienation’ or the ‘Alienation Effect’ is the usual translation of the German composite word Verfremdungseffekt, the theory originated by the German dramatist Bertolt Brecht, that describes the deliberate distancing or ‘alienation’ of the audience from a thoughtlessly emotional response to the human drama being acted out on the stage. In many ways the alienation effect was a reaction to the Wagnerian concept of Gesamtkunstwerk or total aesthetic experience, an idea completely alien to Brecht’s social and political view.


Various alienation devices were used by Brecht and many of them put to such effective use in his work as a writer and director, especially in the productions of his own company, the Berliner Ensemble, that they have since become commonplaces of the modern stage. They include:




1 The deliberate revealing of the techniques behind scenic and lighting effects and the rejection of unnecessary masking of lighting instruments and other theatre machinery.


2 The abandonment of any unnecessary decorative adornment on stage or in the auditorium and the breaking down of any barriers between the two spaces, most noticeably the traditional stage curtain.


3 The obvious punctuation of the scenes of a play into clearly comprehensible units unaffected by the need for conventional dramatic climaxes.


4 The description before each scene starts of its dramatic content, the words being written on boards or banners, projected onto a screen or spoken or sung by a chorus.


5 Incidental music and sound effects performed in full view of the audience.


6 The presentation of the actors to the audience as ordinary people prior to their getting into their characters or the manifest adoption of character or costume as part of the dramatic incident of the play.





Few of these ideas were really Brechtian inventions, most of them originating in long-established world theatre practice of one sort or another, from Greek theatre via Shakespeare to the music hall. But Brecht was a great theatrical magpie, flying in the face of a moribund Romantic theatre tradition in Germany and collecting the most robust set of dramatic devices from wherever he could find them. The resulting fusion of East and West, ancient and modern, ‘legitimate’ drama and music theatre, and his peculiar mix of political dogma and personal witness gave the European theatre of the post-World War II period a new start and served to rejuvenate the plays of the past with a new energy and purpose.


As with most successful artistic innovations, the revolution of one age becomes the accepted norm of the next, and Brecht’s influence is now so well acknowledged by the modern theatre that some of the terms he found necessary have become somewhat redundant, ‘alienation’ being the most obvious example. Once the most exciting and revolutionary of Brecht’s theories, it now seems the most confusing, all the more so because of the contradictory nature of his own writings on the subject.


If the audience is to have its perceptions of the play ‘alienated’ so that its reactions are made more intellectually acute, what happens when its intellects are so successfully stimulated that passionate political or emotional feelings ensue? If Brecht’s greatest plays – Mother Courage, The Caucasian Chalk Circle, The Life of Galileo or  The Good Person of Szechwan – are brilliantly performed with all their ‘alienation’ techniques in place, and audiences respond by being deeply moved by them, should they feel guilty for not thinking enough or for feeling too much? Some devoted scholars of Brecht see no contradiction between his theories and his plays, but most theatre professionals are rather more worried by them.


The answer for the director is simple. If you like Brecht’s plays, then direct them. Read his theoretical works with interest but take his more dogmatic opinions with a pinch of salt and learn to enjoy his contradictions. Above all, don’t let any confusion you might have about the theories put you off the real value of the work. Brecht’s plays are his true legacy. If he had been solely an academic theatre writer he would already be a footnote in the history of European Marxist culture.


And if you never manage to reconcile your problems with the Alienation Effect, don’t lose sleep over it – just take a couple of aspirins and read Henry V.


Amplification


The electronic amplification of the voice is a staple technique in musical theatre, and a necessary one. No singer can perform a large role eight times a week, week in week out, without a little help, especially if the voice has to compete with electronic keyboards and a noisy rhythm section. Thus nearly all musicals need Sound Designers, mixing desks, radio-mikes and all the rest of the electronic clobber that goes with them. Thus, too, the paradox – amplification for musicals is very expensive but also constitutes an economic necessity. Without it you would need twice or three times the number of performers playing in rotation or you would have to do far fewer performances per week. Either way you would never make ends meet in the commercial theatre.


But if amplification is a simple solution to a commercial problem, it causes a whole series of other problems in its wake. Radio-mikes must be attached to the performers’ clothes or taped to their heads or threaded into their wigs. Costumes must be made to accommodate mike packs. Spare batteries and mikes must be on constant stream in the wings, with sound department runners on hand to refit them or change them. Amplified voices must be played through speakers that have to be built into the set or mounted on the walls of the theatre in a manner sympathetic to the rest of the design. The sound they produce must then be balanced with the sound of the orchestra and with the other voices on stage. Different parts of the auditorium with different acoustics must also be balanced against each other. Thus an entire science is unleashed, and all because of a simple financial imperative.


Because of the extreme annoyance and expense of this process, you should try to avoid using amplification in non-musical theatre. Apart from anything else, it has a dehumanising effect on actors’ voices. Even when used with great finesse, amplification tends to create a split vocal focus for the audience, with the actor’s real voice competing with an amplified version of itself coming from another source in another direction.


Don’t ever get suckered into using amplification under false pretences. If a theatre acoustic is poor strive to make it better (for possible solutions, see Acoustics). If the actors are inaudible get them to speak up. If theatre machinery is noisy silence it. Try everything else before you succumb to the drug of amplification. And it is addictive. Audiences can get so used to it that they expect every voice coming from the stage to be resoundingly and uniformly clear, with all the interesting idiosyncrasies of speech and tone ironed out to a uniform loudness. Worse still, actors can grow vocally lazy. The more they rely on their microphones, the less they bother to project their voices. If mikes are allowed to become standard in the theatre, actors’ voices will eventually diminish to become a vestigial part of them, like the legs on a slowworm.


If all else fails then the audience’s right to hear your play must prevail over other scruples and you will have to consider amplification. Here are some circumstances in which it may be necessary:


1 Venue failure


A theatre is too big or too poor acoustically for the audience to hear the actors properly. Modern theatres are often made from acoustically unfriendly materials, theatrical technology makes an increasingly loud undertow of noise with which actors often feel powerless to compete, air-conditioning plants blow and bellow from the walls of stages and auditoria, and audiences themselves can contribute to the general cacophony. In these cases Theatre Managers often install a ‘sound enhancement’ system consisting of microphones hidden all round the stage and speakers hidden all over the theatre. The best systems are undetectable to the audience. The worst have the actors’ voices sounding from everywhere but the direction of the stage.


2 Actor failure


A particular actor has a vocal problem, rendering him inaudible. If this is caused by illness – a heavy cold or a bad throat – then you would normally just put the understudy on until the principal actor gets better. But there may be times when this isn’t an option – a first night or a gala performance for instance – and you have to patch your leading actor up the best you can. A discreet radio-mike could well provide the answer. If an actor’s inaudibility is caused by a lack of technique and for whatever reason he is indispensable to your production, the answer may be the same, but it won’t be a temporary measure. You and your Sound Designer will have to decide how best to blend his voice with the other more competent voices on stage. This might mean a radio-mike for only the poor voice or it might mean general amplification for all the voices. You will have to decide. This is a problem quite common in the commercial theatre, where a bankable star of film or TV is heading a cast of seasoned theatre actors without the voice or the vocal technique to do the job properly.


3 Sound effects


A musical accompaniment or sound effect is so loud that the performers’ voices cannot be heard above it. Radio or locally placed microphones are the only answer here. General amplification will also pick up the music and merely amplify the whole problem. Alternatively turn down the sound effect.





4 Voice effects


An actor’s voice needs to be treated in order to provide a special effect – an echo, for example, or some other effect that can only be achieved by first amplifying the voice and then treating it. This isn’t really an amplification issue, but you should be careful that the effect you achieve doesn’t require further amplification of everyone else. Don’t let your special effects make everything around them seem un-special.




*





Increasingly, it seems that amplification or sound enhancement is destined to become a norm in the theatre. This would be a terrible pity. If theatre is to survive as a living art it will only do so by celebrating what is unique to it, and a natural human relationship between actor and audience is at the heart of that uniqueness. The closer that theatre gets to the technological anonymity of the rock concert or the film the more likely it is to be subsumed by them.


Angels


Angels are the investors in commercial theatre, so called because they traditionally descend from financial heaven, bearing good tidings of comfort and joy in the shape of a large cheque. The term should really be confined to those who help with no thought of a benefit in return, as the rules of angelic behaviour would seem to dictate, but the commercial theatre can’t function without investors, and if they like to be called angels, it’s a small price to pay for their enthusiasm whatever their motive. They nearly always lose their money anyway and become angels by default.


The true angels are those who put money into the non-commercial theatre because they believe in its artistic, social or educative importance, and know that their reward will not be a financial one. Instead they will sit at the right hand of the Artistic Director and dwell in the glorious presence of writers, actors and directors for ever and ever. Amen.





Animals


Actors hate working on stage with animals almost as much as they hate working with child actors, and for very similar reasons.


Where there is quite often a real necessity for the use of real children on stage, this is rarely the case with live animals. Few plays are written in such a way that only a living creature will satisfy the demands of the drama. There are exceptions. Launce and his dog Crab in Two Gentleman of Verona have a partnership that is entirely dependent on live interplay. If the actor playing Launce enters trailing a wooden dog on wheels, you know he’s going to struggle to make you laugh. But Shakespeare has made it easy for the actor, allowing plenty of scope for a real dog’s reactions, or lack of them, to raise the necessary laughs. In a production of Two Gentlemen of Verona at the RSC in the 1970s a very beautiful Old English sheepdog cast as Crab had to be fired because the audience didn’t find him, or the actor playing his master, at all funny. The problem was that his face was so shaggy that the audience couldn’t see his eyes. He might just as well have been a puppet. He was replaced at the next performance by a bright little mutt belonging to a member of the props department, and the audience fell about within a few seconds of his first entry, largely because they could see his eyes. Whenever the dog changed the focus of his attention throughout Launce’s speech he gave the actor another opportunity to play the audience’s delight in the partnership. The part of Crab is one of those rare examples where a well-cast animal can enhance rather than detract from the effect of an actor’s appearance.


In most cases, live animals have a negative effect on any scene in which they appear, and you should think long and hard before you employ them. Firstly, you mustn’t imagine that you’ll be adding to the verisimilitude of a scene if you stage it with live animals. This is partly because animals on stage tend to look and behave less like themselves than they do in their real habitat and partly because audiences are unused to extending their conspiracy of belief to include animals.


What you think a horse will give you on stage is size and strength, beauty and nobility and an impressive first entrance for your leading actor or singer, but what you’ll get is something rather different. A horse has no room on stage to move freely, an unreceptive surface for its hooves, a sense of unease at the brightness of the lights and the unfamiliar atmosphere and a complete lack of etiquette in matters of personal toiletry. Horse-lovers in the audience will be highly attuned to any physical or emotional distress the animal might be suffering and become more concerned with that than with anything else they might be watching. Everyone else in the audience will be consumed with a wide variety of reactions and questions, none of them pertinent to the drama they are supposed to be watching. ‘Where do they keep a horse backstage?’ ‘I wonder what his name is.’ ‘Whoops, he nearly knocked that actress over.’ ‘What’s that guy doing with the shovel?’ In the end your leading actor will beg you to cut the horse in exchange for an upstage centre entrance and the audience’s undivided attention.


What you might imagine you’re going to get from a bird of prey on stage is the majesty of flight or the watchful danger of the hunt and the kill. What you actually get is a big bundle of feathers sitting hunched on its handler’s arm, very occasionally turning its head. Doves and pigeons, even when cleverly trained, fly off at the wrong time or to the wrong place to flutter about later in the evening at wildly inappropriate moments. Snakes and lizards stay so still they might just as well be stuffed. Any small animal makes the audience wonder if it’s real or a cleverly handled glove-puppet, and any big animal makes the audience nervous about its behaviour.


Most animals, whatever their size, will be nervous and out-of-sorts in front of an audience and few will ever be worth the considerable expense of the trainers, handlers, licences, accommodation and transport they require. A hawk or a cat or a chicken that appears on stage for no more than five minutes will take up more like five hours of rehearsal and technical time and dominate discussions about the schedule out of all proportion to its importance.


If your play demands an onstage animal, think first of your alternatives before you saddle yourself with a living beast. Could the props department make an imaginative version of the animal in puppet form to be manipulated by actors or puppeteers, one that will delight the audience, tell the story and cost nothing beyond a bit of papier-mâché and some clever craftsmanship? Could the animal be played by an actor, or by two actors? Audiences are good at suspending their disbelief, so why not make one little extra demand of them? Is an animal visually necessary at all? Could the presence of an animal not be suggested just as well by a sound effect, or imagined by the actors and the audience in the darkness of the wings or the auditorium?


Antithesis


Antithesis is a rhetorical figure of speech that sets one word against another, very important in understanding the works of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. For a full description, see the entry on Verse and Verse Speaking.


Applause


Applause is a theatrical convention used by the audience to express its approval. The convention has it that by noisily clapping your hands together you register approval of what you have seen and heard on stage and by not doing so you register disapproval or apathy. In civilised theatre communities the minimum response to any performance, however dull, involves polite if not prolonged applause, and the maximum response involves the use of other conventions – the stamping, shouting or clapping in rhythm conventions – and the final triumphant accolade, the standing ovation.


But the applause convention is a complicated one and has many different variations, some of which you have control over but most of which you don’t.


If applause was reserved for the curtain call only, it would be a simple matter, but it also comes in ‘rounds’ at other points during the evening.





ENTRANCE ROUNDS


An entrance round is the applause that a celebrated actor gets, or demands, on his entrance. Once a required homage from the audience for any starring actor, this is a ritual that has fallen into well-deserved disrepute.


Most serious actors are embarrassed to receive a round of applause just for entering, as if, like conductors in the opera house or concert hall, they should be praised for their graciousness in turning up at all. But there are actors whose opinion of themselves puts them beyond embarrassment. They learn the trick of triggering applause on their first entrance, even waiting for it when it isn’t forthcoming, thus compounding the embarrassment.


Even if an actor is a major star and the audience has turned up solely to see him, he can still silence an entrance round by entering in a normal fashion, playing the reality of the onstage situation for all its worth and getting on with the text or encouraging his fellow actors to get on with it. An audience will abandon an entrance round if it feels it might be missing the dialogue and losing track of the story.


EXIT ROUNDS


An exit round is the applause an audience gives an actor in appreciation of a well-played scene or because the exit immediately follows a climactic speech or an effective piece of business, usually comic. Some actors learn the trick of triggering such rounds of applause and are unhappy if their most dramatic exits are made in silence, especially in comedy, where a character’s big final laugh can easily be developed into an exit round by a skilful manipulator. There are plays where such behaviour is inappropriate and plays where it should be positively encouraged. You must decide. But be ready for the occasions when your opinion will be irrelevant, the audience deciding for itself and the actor claiming to be a powerless pawn in its hands.





LAUGH ROUNDS


A laugh round is applause immediately following a big laugh. When a hilariously funny piece of comic business or verbal interplay makes an audience develop its laughter into applause, the actor or actors are said to have earned a ‘round’. The same event in the US is referred to as ‘a show-stopper’ or ‘stopping the show’.


In some comic actors’ books this is the highest accolade imaginable, and they zealously cultivate and treasure their laugh rounds, able to account for them or the lack of them for weeks afterwards. Overzealousness in this regard, however, can lead some actors into grotesque comic contortions, and you will sometimes need to persuade them that failure to get a laugh round is not a criminal offence, and that an audience’s laughter is a gift to be relished rather than a tax to be excised.


STANDING OVATIONS


British audiences reserve their standing ovations for performances they regard as utterly exceptional and have trouble in awarding the distinction to performances that are merely excellent. In America the standing ovation has become so devalued that some Broadway wit or other was heard to say of a recent flop, ‘It was so bad it didn’t even get a standing ovation.’ Be that as it may, there are certainly gradations of standing ovation depending on circumstance and expectation. The only genuine article entails an entire audience spontaneously leaping to its feet as the last words or notes die away and then applauding long and hard in real gratitude for what they have seen and wonderment that it could have been achieved. But most standing ovations don’t come up to this standard.


There is the grudging standing ovation, where the audience stands because they think it’s expected of them when actually they are getting up to put on their coats. These tend to last no more than thirty or forty seconds and die out by the time the cast has taken its second call. Then there’s the partial standing ovation, with little patches of the audience desperate to demonstrate their devotion to the show but unable to convince the majority around them that they are right to do so. Or the selective standing ovation, which waits for a particular much-loved star to make his solo bow before jumping into action. Or the manipulated standing ovation, usually reserved for first nights, with the front two rows of the stalls pre-packed with friends of the producer instantly rising to their feet at the start of the calls so that everybody behind them has to stand to see the cast at all. Or the required standing ovation, where a star takes a solo call with arms outstretched and face beseeching, stubbornly refusing to bow or move away from centre stage until the audience has risen to its feet in homage.


Standing ovations are nice payment if you can get them, but you should let them happen and never work for them. Applause belongs to the audience, not to you. If you and your actors are to receive any, you must earn it, and not extort it dishonestly.


Apron Stage


An apron stage is one that extends out beyond the proscenium arch into the auditorium, like an apron spread out over a pair of seated knees. The term is generally used to describe a stage that is more extended than a forestage but not as much as a thrust or platform stage, though it is often used synonymously for both, having no accurate definition of its own. The front part of the Elizabethan stage is often referred to as the apron in modern reconstructions, though it was never called so in Elizabethan times.


Arena Stage


One of the most important developments in modern auditorium design was pioneered in the 1950s by the director Tyrone Guthrie. Influenced by the single sweep seating of the classical Greek amphitheatres and by the thrust stages of the Elizabethans, he created theatres at Stratford, Ontario and Minneapolis, Minnesota that redefined an audience’s expectation of how it should watch and listen to a play. The audience sits in a semicircular bank of seats surrounding the stage and thus has its attention drawn more to the actors than to any scenic elements built in the upstage spaces. The actors enter and exit from upstage or from vomitoria shared by the audience when entering and leaving the theatre.


The arena idea became very fashionable with theatre architects in the 1960s and 70s and other theatres followed suit, notably in Chichester, in London at the National Theatre’s Olivier auditorium and at the Lincoln Center in New York. Guthrie’s original designs have perhaps proved less durable in practice than in theory and most of the above-mentioned theatres have adapted their spaces to make them more actor- and audience-friendly, but the basic idea has continued to exert a strong influence on theatre architecture all over the world.


The arena configuration presents directors and actors with both acoustic and staging problems very similar to those found in thrust and in-the-round theatres, the solutions for which are discussed under those entries and under staging.


Artistic Directors


Most theatre companies are run by a partnership of Artistic, Administrative and Financial Directors, responsible to a governing board of directors or trustees. The role of chief executive of the company sometimes resides in the post of Administrative Director, but more usually, at least in Britain and America, in that of the Artistic Director. Some boards prefer to give their administrators the executive leadership in order to guard themselves against capricious or ruinously expensive artistic decisions. Others prefer to give executive authority to the Artistic Director in order to ensure the artistic policy of the company takes precedence over any other consideration. In such cases the Artistic Director must take ultimate responsibility for the efficient administration and the financial solvency of the company as well as for its artistic policy.


Most Artistic Directors direct as well as programme the plays in the repertoire of their companies. If the company is small, they will tend to direct most or all of the plays. If the company is large they will direct only some of them, employing permanent Associate Directors or occasional Visiting Directors to direct the others.


If you direct plays, then at some point in your career you will either become an Artistic Director or have to come to terms with a variety of Artistic Directors in the theatres that employ you, or perhaps both. Or you will find yourself coveting an Artistic Directorship, or applying for one, or interviewing for one or being petitioned by others to put yourself forward for one.


It is a commonplace that the best Artistic Directors are not necessarily the best directors of plays, and that brilliant directors of plays do not necessarily make good Artistic Directors, though there have been, and there will always be, notable exceptions.


It is therefore instructive to consider the differences between these two functions, the talents required to discharge both jobs and the conflicts that may arise between them.


THE ADVANTAGES OF BEING AN ARTISTIC DIRECTOR




1 You are permanently employed by a company and receive a regular wage. You are thus freed from the artistic and financial insecurity of the freelancer.


2 You define the artistic policy of your company. This affords you a responsibility and an excitement denied to the freelancer or the Associate Director. Your choices of repertoire can define whole seasons of work around social, political or any other artistic themes.


3 You have commissioning power. You can decide which playwrights are worthy of commission and which commissions worthy of performance. If you are directing a new-writing company, your choices can establish a stable of writing talent that will outlive your regime.


4 You have employing power. Your choice of associate artists will define the artistic profile of your company; your Associate Directors, designers, music staff and actors will speak for you, whether or not you are directing the plays they are working on. Your choice of staff in other departments will define the way your company is perceived by its artists and its audiences.


5 You can, if you wish, create a performance style unique to the actors of your company. Employing the same group of actors over a long period may result in a unifying style that helps to define the efficacy of your policy. Freelance directors have to start afresh with every new company they direct.


6 If your company is building-based, you have the security of working in a single theatre space or spaces. Your choice of repertoire can therefore be inspired by the spaces at your disposal. You never need choose a repertoire that would be unsuitable for the spaces at your disposal.


7 Your rehearsal rooms and office spaces will very likely be a permanent feature of your company and the support staff attached to them constantly available to you. These luxuries alleviate the commonest bugbear of the freelance director – artistic loneliness and the constant search for a home.





THE DISADVANTAGES




1 You are tied to a single company and to the theatre spaces associated with it. Your choice of repertoire, including all the plays you may want to direct yourself, will be circumscribed by the size of your acting company, the tastes of your habitual audience and the configuration of your theatre or theatres. A freelance director can choose his work from a long and varied à la carte menu of theatrical fare, from plays, musicals, opera, even films or television. Unless you are heading up one of the giant subsidised companies, you will always be ordering from the table d’hôte.


2 If you decide, for whatever reason, to create work for yourself outside the confines of your company, you will find it very difficult to square your absence with your permanent employees. When the captain leaves the ship in mid-voyage, the crew tend to feel betrayed.


3 However good you are at delegating your authority, you will have to get involved with things that hold no interest at all for you. If you are leading your company well, everyone will be interested in your opinion on every conceivable issue. You will thus have to endure hours of mind-numbing meetings about peripheral issues when what you most want to be doing is reading or rehearsing plays.


4 The smaller the company, the harder it will be to exclude yourself from the mundane practicalities of running a building. On an opening night, the artistic health of your play may suddenly seem less important to you than a clogged front-of-house toilet.


5 Your artistic life will be dominated by financial concerns. However well funded your company is by government subsidy or private sponsorship, the battle for cash will never entirely be won. More likely you will be immersed in a constant struggle for solvency. You will therefore be forced to spend a great deal of time talking money out of people’s pockets into your theatre’s coffers. These may very well be people you would never otherwise have chosen to know.


6 Your directorial career will become inseparably entwined in the public mind with the stewardship of your company. Even if your own productions do well, if your company is failing, your work will seem to fail with it. If your own productions do badly, your career as a company leader will still seem glossy if your theatre continues to do well. You yourself may find it increasingly difficult to separate your personal fortunes from those of your company. This may have negative implications for your career if you move back to the freelance world. The longer your tenancy of a company or companies, the more likely it is you will become addicted to Artistic Directorship, only able to direct plays from within the shelter of an organisation with all its support mechanisms in place around you.


7 If you have ambitions to be a writer, librettist or adaptor as well as a director, you will be hard-pressed for the time to realise them. Writing of any kind requires a measure of untroubled space and time, both commodities in short supply for an Artistic Director. Playwrights who run theatres tend to stop writing, or if they continue to write, they stop writing well.





The constraints and anxieties of running a theatre company can adversely affect your ability to direct your own productions. If your work as a director suffers in this way, you must ask yourself what good you are doing, as director or Artistic Director. Would you not be happier as an administrator on the one hand, or a freelance director on the other? Or will you slowly get better at doing both jobs simultaneously? How can you be sure? Look at the following list and see how close you are to creating a happy and secure company for yourself and for those in your care.


12 WAYS TO BE A HAPPY ARTISTIC DIRECTOR


1 Get fully involved


Your enthusiasm should extend to every department of your theatre. Learn everyone’s name. Treat everyone equally. Take time to listen.


2 Learn to delegate


Don’t try to do everything yourself. If you micromanage the work of your colleagues, you will disable their enthusiasm and expertise and risk undermining their relationships with their colleagues. You will also lose sight of the big picture and end up doing your own work badly.


3 Promote discussion


A regular forum for artistic planning and scheduling will help you to draw all your threads together and will allow your colleagues to let off steam in a creative way. Listen carefully to what you hear. Don’t feel you have to act immediately on what is proposed by others, but make it clear you have heard and digested all that has been said.


4 Befriend Admin and Finance


Form a particular bond with your Administrative and Financial Directors. They must be your co-conspirators and brothers-in-arms. If any one of you pulls in a different direction from the other two, the whole company will suffer. Learn to like one another. See also Budgets.


5 Conspire with the board


Don’t let your board of directors or trustees be your enemies. You might not find all of them equally sympathetic, but try to make some of them part of your conspiracy to succeed, especially your chairman. Most of them will be serving because they love the theatre. Forgive them their moments of ignorance and enjoy their enthusiasms. Let them into the game.


6 Learn to love raising money


Do not disdain the company of those that are keen to give you their hard-earned cash. Create a world for yourself in which patronage is a duty and begging is noble. Believe in the necessity of art and the primacy of great theatre in a healthy society. All the best things in life must be paid for, and the best of theatre will always cost more than most people think it is worth. Enjoy proving them wrong.


7 Be generous


If you employ Associate or Resident Directors, take pleasure in their successes and sympathise with their failures. This may be hard to do if your colleagues are experiencing a run of popularity and your own work is in the critical doldrums. But don’t forget, you employed them. Their triumphs are making your company look good. Consider how clever you have been to promote a director of such talent.


8 Don’t be paranoid


Whatever the circumstances, don’t become suspicious or peevish or fearful. If you feel threatened by one of your colleagues, find out why you feel that way and address the problem, whether it lies with him or with you or somewhere in between. Don’t go to bed on two successive nights brooding on the same problem.





9 Don’t sacrifice yourself


Don’t become the fallback director for plays that no one else wants to direct. If you feel obliged to programme a play you wouldn’t want to direct yourself, and you can’t find a talented director to do it for you, don’t drop yourself in it. Drop the play.


10 Commission new work


Make relationships with living writers and promote them and their plays from first idea to final performance. Your regime will be remembered for the work it has produced, and published works will be your most concrete testaments. There is nothing more gratifying than being midwife at the birth of a healthy new play.


11 Make room for others


Listen to your associates’ enthusiasms and let their choices of material be reflected in the repertoire. You can’t direct every play yourself and you shouldn’t force your associates into directing your hand-me-downs. No one likes to be the second-choice director, especially if the first-choice director is looking over his shoulder as the work proceeds.


12 Make time for yourself


Give yourself time to read and learn, experience and imagine. Go to other people’s theatres. See as much as you can of plays, operas, musicals and films from all over the world. Don’t get so locked in to the day-to-day running of your company that you lose sight of your larger artistic goals. Have a life outside the theatre. Spend time away. Take holidays.


Asides


An aside is a mini soliloquy. In a scene in which two or more characters are conversing, one of them conceives the need to communicate an unspoken thought directly to the audience. He turns away from his interlocutors and speaks his thought, usually briefly – sometimes very briefly – but occasionally at greater length. The other players complete their side of this theatrical convention by seeming not to notice that the aside is being made. As the speaker turns back to his interlocutors the scene continues as if the aside hadn’t happened, though the other characters may play an awareness that the speaker has had a thought he doesn’t want to share with them.


The aside convention, even when used in a serious play, is a fundamentally comic one, as it nearly always features a puncturing of the dramatic tension established between the characters which in turn tends to trigger an audience’s laughter.


ASM


ASM stands for Assistant Stage Manager, the most junior rank of the stage management team.


Assistant Directors


A staging post in the career of nearly every director is the role of Assistant Director, an assistantship being the nearest thing in the profession to an apprenticeship or studentship but without any precise definition or rules of engagement. Indeed, no two professional directors, producers or theatre companies, the most likely employers of Assistant Directors, are likely to agree on the exact nature of the role, and various expectations may arise if you are employed as one.


The problem of definition derives from the fact that no two directors are alike in their preferences and methods. Some directors like to have another challenging intellect in the rehearsal room with them and others feel threatened by it. Some directors insist on doing absolutely everything themselves, from making the daily rehearsal call to getting their own coffee and some are only too willing to delegate. Some directors love to be fed ideas while others only have use for their own. No two directors are alike, so no two assistants can ever be alike.


Nonetheless, it may be valuable to give an outline of the variety of duties and responsibilities that attach to the post and the way in which both director and assistant may find themselves responding to them and to each other.


The reason for the employment of most Assistant Directors is to rehearse and maintain the understudies. Any production that cannot afford to cancel a performance because of accident or ill health must equip itself with understudies, and they must be adequately prepared to go on at a moment’s notice. In the commercial theatre, the understudies are often rehearsed by a senior member of the stage management team, even though he may have missed the rehearsal discussions essential to a full understanding of the play; in the subsidised sector, however, this job is nearly always done by the Assistant Director, whose relationship with the director and closeness to the principal actors makes him an ideal support for nervous or inexperienced performers. Rehearsing the understudies gives the Assistant Director a good opportunity for practising his craft, with a lick of real responsibility but without the weight of a whole production on his back.


HOW TO CHOOSE AN ASSISTANT DIRECTOR


The most important qualities in an assistant are intelligence, patience and good humour.


Intelligence, because an assistant must be at least as bright and quick as the actors with whom he works or problems may develop in understudy rehearsals. Assistants who feel intellectually threatened by the actors will often react by standing on their authority and end up making themselves ridiculous.


Patience, because an assistant spends most of his time in rehearsal watching the director work rather than working himself. He may be bursting with ideas and observations but is obliged to remain silent. The best assistants are able to think their thoughts and bide their time.


Good humour, because an assistant is often required to cope with a great tangle of scheduling rehearsals, listening to troubles, assuaging bruised egos and pleasing the director all at the same time. Laughter is a necessary safety valve.


When interviewing a prospective assistant, read his CV very carefully. Look for evidence that he has a genuine interest in the sort of play you will be working on together. Quiz him in detail about his directing experience to assure yourself that he has a real love and sympathy for actors. Ask him about other directors he has assisted and compare his impressions with your own knowledge of their work. If he has had bad experiences, find out why. Beware of disloyalty. If he bad-mouths one of his previous employers, he’ll probably end up doing the same to you. And beware of flattery, which is disloyalty in disguise. Examine his career and ambition. If he has been an Assistant Director for a long time, has he become a career assistant without any real prospect of a directorial career of his own? Do you want that in an assistant? Maybe you do. Or would you prefer to share the rehearsal room with a bright young spark who’ll be running his own company in a year or two? Are you strong enough to have an assistant who wants your job? Is he intelligent, patient and good-humoured? Do you like him?


As in the rest of this book I have used ‘he’ above for both ‘he’ and ‘she’, but sometimes gender is an issue in the appointment of an assistant. If you are working on a play that has a preponderance of male roles and you have a male stage management team, the few females in your company may feel outnumbered. A sympathetic and intelligent female assistant can help redress the balance. Vice versa in a predominantly female company.


HOW TO USE AN ASSISTANT DIRECTOR


Involve your assistant as early as you can in the preparation of the production. Share your ideas with him and take him through the design process and the casting process. The more he understands about the genesis of your production the more supportive he will become.


Don’t be frightened of your assistant, even though he might be destined for a glossy career in the theatre, a career that may eclipse your own. Even if he’s very talented he might not know how talented he is. Most assistants are finding their feet as directors and don’t know exactly where they are going. Assisting you will be part of their training, and they will nearly always value your approval and support. Don’t be embarrassed to teach your assistant something you think he needs to know.


In exchange for your support you can use your assistant as a sounding board for your ideas. Treat him as an intellectual equal, and if he has an idea that fits in well with your production, steal it. Shamelessly.


Never treat an Assistant Director as a slavey. A junior member of the stage management can bring you your coffee or nip out to the deli for your sandwich. If you use your assistant as a gofer, your cast will find it hard to see him as having any authority when he takes over as the Understudy Director or comes to them with notes during the run.


Instead, take care to build up your assistant’s authority and confidence. Involve him as much as you involve the actors in discussions about the play. When you need a second opinion about something, ask him first. Listen when he makes an unsolicited suggestion, and adopt it if it’s a good one. If it’s a bad one, don’t mock it but consider it and reject it kindly.


Encourage him to have a strong professional and social relationship with the actors and stage management. Use him as much as you can. Involve him in planning and scheduling. If it’s a big-cast play, let him rough out the rehearsal call and the costume and wig fittings. Encourage him to start the understudy rehearsals as soon as possible, especially with the principal understudy players. If he turns out to be energetic and well respected by the actors and you’re working on a large and complicated show, let him take second rehearsals in another room while you forge ahead with the difficult stuff.


Have time for your assistant. Talk to him during the breaks. Have the occasional dinner together. He is sitting watching rehearsals day in day out and quietly keeping his counsel. His objectivity could be of great value to you. Not being entirely inside the work as you are he may have some very interesting things to say about it.


Take your assistant seriously. You were him once.





HOW TO BE AN ASSISTANT DIRECTOR


However talented and ambitious you are, the job is assisting, not directing. Be supportive of your director even if you don’t agree with his methods or have no sympathy for his aesthetic principles. Learn what you can in the time you have been given. To do this well you must immerse yourself in your director’s process and save your judgements about it to a later date.


Don’t make the mistake of trying to be like your director, of aping his behaviour or copying his mannerisms. If your director’s any good, you will come across as a pale imitation and if he isn’t any good, you’ll seem all the more feeble yourself.


Don’t pander to your director. Don’t be the first one to laugh at his jokes or agree with his ideas. Your reactions are only useful if they remain independent of your director. You will help him most by listening best and observing the reaction of the actors to his ideas. Then watch how his ideas transmit themselves through the actors to the characters in the play.


Without betraying your independence of thought, try to put yourself in your director’s artistic shoes. What does he want from the play and the actors performing it? Is he getting what he wants? If things aren’t going well, is there a better way of achieving his artistic ends than the one he is employing? How can you put that to him in tactful and supportive terms?


Try to establish a balanced relationship with your director – don’t assume equality but don’t settle for subservience. If you are to rehearse the understudies or maintain the production throughout a long run you will need a strong relationship with the actors. They are keen observers of people. They will remember very clearly what they observe of your behaviour in rehearsal – your authority or lack of it, your tact, your kindness and your loyalty.


Offering suggestions and ideas to your director may prove tricky. Some directors are very touchy. They don’t like to be challenged in rehearsal and will react badly if they think they are being shown up in front of the actors. So gauge your interventions carefully. If your director is particularly sensitive, don’t say anything until you are alone with him. An idea he would repudiate in front of the actors he may very well accept in private.


If your director is open-minded and welcomes your thoughts in rehearsal, be grateful by not pushing your luck. It’s still his production, however clever your ideas might prove to be.


If the production is an unhappy one, you may find yourself having to listen to actors’ private grievances about how they are being treated or what a bastard the director is or what a crap production it’s going to be. This will most likely happen in the pub or the Green Room after rehearsals are over for the evening. The comments might be justified or they might take you completely by surprise. The production might be a perfectly happy one and the disaffection entirely of one or two actors’ making. In any event you must try to keep the faith. You will only make things worse by joining in with the prevailing bitchiness or negativity. Put the balanced view, the fair view, the useful view, the view that will help the production to be better. Then decide what to say to the director. Don’t be a spy or an informer, but don’t leave him hanging if you think you can do some good by reporting a prevailing unease. Be tactful. It’s part of the art of being a director. Don’t say anything to your director that you wouldn’t be happy to have said to you one day.


Finally, if your director asks you to get him coffee, go to the canteen or the Green Room and make him a cup with three heaped teaspoons of instant coffee lightly stirred into half a cup of lukewarm water. Then add a small dash of milk to make the colour look vile and spill some coffee over the edge so that the cup looks twice used. And take a good ten minutes over it. With a little luck his response will be ‘About time! (sip) Bloody hell! This tastes awful. I’m not asking you for coffee again.’ Mission accomplished.


Assistant to the Director


Not to be confused with the role of Assistant Director, an Assistant to the Director is really a personal assistant with access to the rehearsal room but with no artistic authority and no professional relationship with the actors or any of the other creative staff. The job description varies depending on the needs of the director but will usually include secretarial duties as well as the management and scheduling of the director’s life outside the demands of the production in hand. A busy professional director will have three or four productions looming up ahead, each one with a demanding producer, designer and Casting Director attached. The busier you become as a director, the more you will need somebody to screen the incoming scramble of demands on your time, provided you can afford the salary. From the assistants’ point of view, the job is a chance to put a toe in the theatre water, mix with theatre people and decide if this is the right profession for them. Some assistants find the job so conducive that they stay with their director for decades, but most move on to other jobs after a year or two, becoming managers, agents, actors, playwrights or even directors.


Associate Directors


An Associate Director is usually a director associated with a permanent theatre company but not in charge of it.


This may mean that the company permanently employs the associate and he directs two or three shows a year as well as taking some responsibility for the overall artistic plan under the supervision of the Artistic Director. Or it may mean that the associate is loosely tied to the theatre company because of past achievement or present influence. His name appears on the notepaper and in the programmes, he advises the Artistic Director from time to time, and is always welcomed back to direct a show if the time and the show are both right.


The term can also be used to credit a director on a particular production for being something more than an Assistant Director but not as much as a Co-Director. This sometimes becomes appropriate if an Assistant Director employed for a number of productions becomes more to his principal director than an assistant or is unhappy to remain as an assistant. Young directors can use the credit as a step up the directing ladder, but they should beware of asking for it, and principal directors should beware of granting it unless it is truly merited. Your actors will not understand a division of authority if it hasn’t been clearly worked out by you and your associate in advance. A cosmetic award of associate-ship will be resented by the cast and create frustration in the associate.


RESIDENT DIRECTORS


A Resident Director is usually a junior directing post in a large theatre company where the director has not yet been awarded the distinction of an associate-ship. He will be fully employed by the company and may be able to propose plays for direction, but will also have to direct the plays that the Artistic Director wants to see in the repertoire but is unable or unwilling to direct himself.


WITH


A halfway-house credit between Associate Director and Co-Director can be expressed in the word ‘with’. A ‘with credit’, as in ‘Directed by John Caird with Ernie Sniggins’ implies that the direction has been shared but not shared equally. This might mean that I conceived and designed the production but was not completely available to rehearse it, so Sniggins had to do a lot of the work for me. Or that the production was originally mine but Sniggins directed a revival of it that I was unavailable or unwilling to direct. In truth ‘with’ is a bit of a fudge and should only be used where no other clearer credit can be established.


WORKING AS AN ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR


At some point in your career you may be permanently employed in directing plays for a theatre company of which you are not the Artistic Director. Your work will be part of the expression of a company’s artistic policy, but the definition of that policy will be your Artistic Director’s, not yours. This association will require a particular set of skills from you, never entirely easy to understand and harder still to put into practice. Whatever the precise nature of your employment or the length of your contract, consider the following interrelated points.




1 Whatever your motive for being an associate, learn to enjoy the job you have rather than yearn for the job you have not.


2 Support your Artistic Director through thick and thin. He has given you work. He has believed in you. Return the compliment.


3 Whether or not you like your Artistic Director or approve of his policies, do not believe you could do his job better than him in the same circumstances. Such beliefs are vain and are rarely, if ever, put to the test.


4 All theatre companies have their malcontents and mischief-makers. Do not give them credence by encouraging them or conspiring with them. Anyone who would stab the Artistic Director in the back will be just as happy to stab you in the back if the occasion arises.


5 However unhappy the regime in which you are working, do not allow others to form an imaginary alternative Artistic Directorate around you. Such attention may be flattering, but it is also meaningless and disloyal. Rather apply all your artistic energies to the real job in hand and require others in your circle to do likewise.


6 Understand the limits of your authority. In the rehearsal room you must lead your company of actors with all the authority at your disposal. As you leave the rehearsal room, the nature of your authority must change from leader to supporter. Learn to change gears gracefully.


7 Study your Artistic Director’s work and appreciate the difference between his work and yours. His job requires him to have an opinion about the value of your work. You must form a balanced view as to the value of his opinion.


8 Recognise that the job of Artistic Director can be a lonely and isolated one. Do what you can to reciprocate his interest in your work by taking a constructive interest in his.


9 Use the relative comfort of your position to supply the company with your best ideas. If they are rejected, don’t let them fester by neglect: save them up for another occasion, or propose them on a regular basis so they gain currency by repetition and familiarity.


10 Read voraciously – new plays and old, native and foreign, serious and funny, poetry and prose. Let your learning and research become a well of fresh ideas from which your colleagues can draw.


11 Don’t be upset if your Artistic Director steals your ideas and makes them his own. Think of it as homage. If you become an Artistic Director you will do the same, and you won’t even know you’re doing it.


12 However selfless your support for your Artistic Director’s regime, do not imagine it will ever convert into a right of succession. As a general rule, the longer you work as an associate, the weaker your candidacy will be when the next Artistic Director is being appointed. If your ambition is to be an Artistic Director, don’t spend too long being an associate in any one company. If your ambition is to lead the company in which you are an associate, know that you will probably have to leave it and work elsewhere in order to become a credible outside candidate at a later date.





Audience


Never take your audience for granted. Never think of the audience as the enemy. Never patronise them, or feel superior to them, or be threatened by them.


They are your collaborators. Their attention and good will are as essential to your craft as that of the actor and the author. Indeed their relationship with both actors and authors must be thought of as being more important than your own and therefore essentially outside the control of the director’s authority.


One of your most important functions as a director is that you represent the audience’s interest in a play. You are, if you like, the audience’s agent. From the moment you first read a play through to the first performance you must try to understand and interpret it from the audience’s point of view. As a one-man or one-woman audience you are constantly imagining how your thoughts about the play will be received by the many. Thus when your first audience walks into the theatre, they replace you. If they then behave unexpectedly by reacting to your play in a way you cannot approve or understand, you mustn’t blame them. The fault is not theirs but yours. You have simply imagined them incorrectly.


The more experienced you are as a director the easier it should be to accord your audience’s imagination with your own. The greater your powers as a director the more you will be able to pull the audience away from their conventional assumptions towards your interpretation of the author’s imaginative world. The more confident you are as a director the more freedom you will allow the audience to surprise you by their reactions.


There is a fine balance in the director’s craft between inspiring the audience and controlling it. An inspired audience is one that evinces a strong collective response to a play but sustains a wide variety of individual experience within it. A controlled audience is one in which the collective response seems demanded by directorial diktat and individuals made to feel wrong or foolish if they fail to get the point.


Directors that try to control their audiences are always the ones that fall into the heresy of describing them in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’.


If audiences never behave quite as some directors would like them to, they cannot, must not, be blamed for it. There is no such thing as a bad audience. An audience is as good as it is made to be by the excellence of the play and the skill and artistry of the actors.


Of course, there are audiences that cough, especially in winter, and those that stay silent when the actors would prefer them to be laughing. There are predominantly old audiences that don’t hear very well and young audiences that fidget and foreign audiences that don’t understand the language. But they are what they are. They’ve bought tickets and are there to be entertained. And they are convertible. A mature cast working on peak form will rise to whatever challenge it is given. There is no more satisfying accomplishment for an ensemble than to convert inattention to absorption or silence to hilarity. Your job is to ensure that your ensemble is equipped with the flexibility, good humour and patience required for the nightly task of conversion.


Because there is always a gap between how you expect an audience to behave and how it behaves in practice, your first public performance will always bring surprises with it. This is why preview performances can be so important. They allow the actors to accommodate their performances to the audience’s participation. It is as if a new character has quietly entered every scene and is demanding to be part of the action. In comedy, of course, the demand isn’t quiet at all, it’s vociferous, and the laughter that attests to the new character’s interest creates new rhythms within the play.


Auditioning


Auditioning is a craft. Your ability to master it will greatly affect the quality of the actors you cast and their fundamental suitability for the roles you have to offer them.


Actors come to audition for you because you ask them to be there. The audition will cost them – in money and in time. They may have travelled dozens, even hundreds of miles to be there. To suit your convenience and your schedule they may have inconvenienced themselves considerably. There could be upsetting events going on in their private lives of which you know nothing. The least you can do is treat them with professional kindred fellowship, whatever you think of their acting ability, their suitability to be cast or their behaviour in the audition. Grace, humility, politeness and generosity should be your watchwords.


There are two principal reasons for auditioning an actor:




1 To become acquainted with an unknown talent, or a talent about which you are uncertain.


2 To ensure that a known candidate is the correct choice for a particular part.





The best way to become acquainted with the gifts of particular actors is to see them in action, but always remember that an audition is only an artificial recreation of an actual performance, with you standing in for an absent audience.


Ironically, the most unsympathetic and often therefore the least effective place to hold an audition is a theatre with the actor performing on the stage and you sitting in the auditorium. The coldness, darkness and emptiness of the space, the strangeness of the acoustics without an audience present, the physical and emotional distance between auditioner and hearer – all are conducive to an unnatural and estranging atmosphere.


Auditioning is best done in a large, light rehearsal room with a dry acoustic. You can see the actor’s face and form very clearly, you can vary the distance between the actor and yourself according to the quality of the work or the speech within the work, and you can have a social interaction with the actor essential for forming a judgement about his character and artistry. If a doubt remains at the end of an audition about the vocal or physical prowess of an actor, that is the time to move into the theatre and watch or listen from a greater distance.


If the only available space for auditions is the theatre itself, then start the audition with director and actor on the stage together. You can then move into the auditorium once the actor has acclimatised. Make sure the house-lights are on so that the actor is not obliged to squint into the darkness at an unknown number of terrifying judges. Directors and Casting Directors who sit in darkened theatres shouting out instructions to an actor on the stage are not only rude and unkind, they are also betraying their professional incompetence.


Whether in a rehearsal room or on a stage, when the actor starts acting make sure he addresses you directly. You are standing in for the audience, and a good actor has a relationship with the audience. It is only the fearful or embarrassed director who insists that the actor be disallowed from making eye contact. You cannot possibly make a sound judgement about an actor’s talent if you are requiring him to act into the void without an interlocutor of any sort. By engaging with an actor while he is performing you will gather more about the inside of his mind and the true nature of his talent than you will ever do from watching him grape-shotting his performance into the void. If an actor starts an audition by avoiding eye contact with you, then stop him and start again. He may be surprised at this direction, having been told by embarrassed and fearful directors to avoid eye contact, but he will almost invariably be grateful for the opportunity to connect with you, and you will always be happily surprised by the instant improvement in the quality of his acting.


Actors are at their most vulnerable and often their most unnatural in the artificial atmosphere of auditions. They are being asked to respond to material with which they are often totally unfamiliar. They are performing to a complete stranger, or worse still a large group of complete strangers, who will then assess their competence to do their job and earn their living. No wonder they are nervous. Your job is to help them behave as naturally as they would be when happily performing to a live and admiring public audience. To do this competently, you must be able to identify the various ways in which an actor’s nervousness may manifest itself.


It is often the most imaginative actors who are the most nervous. They may have spent a week, or sometimes longer, preparing for the audition and imagining what it is going to be like. By the time they walk into the room they have imagined themselves into the most negative frame of mind, with the part they are up for an impossible challenge and you, the director, an implacable adversary.


Nervousness can express itself in various forms:


1 Silence


Characterised by inaudible responses and the swallowing of words.


2 Vain swaggering


Most commonly exemplified by a preening walk, affected speech, sexual flaunting, overactive hand gestures and general loudness of demeanour.





3 Aggression


As if to say ‘You think you’re a hot-shot director, but you don’t impress me, you arsehole. So don’t give me the part, see if I care.’


4 Naked, gibbering terror


Undisguisable shakes, dry-mouth, deep breathing and swivel-eyed dismay.




*





Your job as a director is to get beneath these outward signs of nervousness and expose the talent and the character underneath – this is for your own sake, unless you want a cast for your play entirely comprised of facile smoothies. Social grace and a talent for anecdotes and jokes do not add much to a real acting talent. These qualities may coexist in the same actor but you must not confuse the one with the other.


Don’t overreact to outward nervousness. Don’t read silence as sullenness, or meet aggression with aggression of your own. Be courteous, friendly and welcoming and so give the actor the opportunity to lose his nervousness.


It’s a good idea to spend a minute or two talking before any acting is required, unless it seems to make the actor even more nervous. The interaction of chat about the actor’s career or the play or the part the actor is up for usually creates a more relaxed atmosphere and allows the actor to become acclimatised to the room and the people in it. If an actor requests to jump right in and start acting immediately, don’t fight him. It may be his preferred way of losing his nervousness, or he may have found in the past that a talk beforehand tends to increase his tension rather than alleviate it.


There are practical ways you can help the chronically nervous auditioner:




1 Every audition room should have an ample supply of drinking water and paper cups. One of the commonest manifestations of nervousness is dry-mouth – easily detectable by a slight clicking sound when the sufferer speaks. Offer the sufferer a cup of water and time to drink it.


2 A box of tissues is also an advisable prop. Many actors, gifted or not, will produce various combinations of tears, sweat, spit and snot, sometimes in copious flow when performing emotionally charged material. Watching them mopping themselves up with only the aid of their clothing is never a pretty sight. If a very gifted performer does a particularly moving audition, you may have recourse to the tissues yourself.





Never interrupt an actor in mid-flow, unless the speech or the song is so unreasonably long that you are obliged to intervene. If you have to do so, choose your moment sensitively. Even if an actor is performing abysmally, don’t interrupt him except to give him a note or allow him to start again. You must never simply stop an actor and require him to leave without another word. Auditioning actors are your guests and should leave the room feeling as good as a guest should feel when leaving your home. Even a deeply unconfident actor can be made to feel better with a few kind words of encouragement.


Once an actor has completed a speech or a reading or a song, you must decide how best to proceed. If he has piqued your interest it is often a good idea to have him repeat at least some of the speech he has just performed but in an altered manner. Give him a few notes about his speech and get him to do it again. Some actors are much better at this than others. Some have made an art of auditioning and have honed their speeches or songs to such a high polish that it’s hard to tell how talented they would be in other circumstances. Don’t forget that your judgement is about the actor, not the speech or the song. If he is incapable of sensible adjustment, however arbitrarily requested, he may prove just as intractable in rehearsal. Some actors are afflicted with instant memory loss if required to act their pieces in even a slightly different way. This is a sign of creative brittleness that you will have to investigate further before you commit yourself.


If you are particularly pleased with an actor’s performance in audition, ask him to perform something else with a quite different quality. Find out how deep his talent is. If he is a gifted comedian, guide him towards something more serious, if very serious try him on something comic. By giving actors a choice of what to perform you will find out what tickles their imaginations and therefore how versatile and creative they are going to be in rehearsal.


Even if you know very early on in the audition that an actor is unlikely to be suitable for the role you are trying to cast, don’t let him sense your lack of interest. Use the time to find out more about him for future reference. There will be other plays and other productions, other opportunities for other parts. You will often meet greatly gifted actors who aren’t right for any of the roles on offer but whom you would love to work with in the future. Store them up and save them for a rainy day.


Try to make the audition process a pleasure both for yourself and for the actors. Remember that the audition you are engaged in might be their only opportunity to deploy their skills for a whole week, or a month or more. Auditioning can be a long and arduous process. Done well it is very tiring. Don’t make the experience more enervating by wishing yourself at the end of it. Use every opportunity that arises to greet new talent, salute new excellence and make new creative friendships. There should always be a degree of flirtation in the auditioning process.


Without actors you wouldn’t have a career. Your power over them in auditions is illusory. Don’t make the mistake of abusing it. By doing so you abuse yourself. You also open yourself to the possibility of ridicule. Don’t forget that the actor you are mistreating is likely to be skilled at mimicry and much better qualified to mock you than you him.


AUDITIONING FILM AND TV ACTORS


Don’t imagine that film or videotape evidence of an actor’s talent is proof of theatrical competence. The physical life required of an actor for film and television is largely limited to the face.


Actors who have only worked in film and television may not be capable of fluid physical movement on a stage. Exposure to a large stage space can make such actors seem awkward and wooden, where on film and television they seemed completely at home.


Stage performance also requires vocal projection, even in quite small theatres. An actor unaccustomed to the stage and without a good vocal technique will find himself having to push his voice beyond the point where his acting will seem natural.


A brief audition will tell you all you need to know about an actor’s physical and vocal strength. You will be doing yourself and the actor no favours if you ignore evidence of serious weakness in audition.


AUDITIONING FOR THE MUSICAL THEATRE


The room you audition in should be a good size and have a dry acoustic. You won’t be able to judge the quality or the size of a voice in a small, echo-y room. Your room must be equipped with a piano – or at least an electronic keyboard. The piano must be in tune. Don’t assume that the people from whom you’ve rented your hall will have tuned their own piano. They may be tone deaf, or skinflint, or both. Check that the piano is in tune before you rent the hall, and if it isn’t, have it tuned. Nothing will reflect on you worse in the eyes and ears of singers than a poorly tuned piano, and your day of auditioning will be excruciating for all concerned.


Employ a really good accompanist. Without one you’ll be sunk.


If you are auditioning for a sung-through musical in which there are no spoken words, you obviously won’t need your auditioners to prepare a spoken piece. You can judge their acting as well as their singing on how they present their songs. But many musicals do contain some dialogue – and some musicals have lots of it. If this is the case you must not rely entirely on sung material in auditions. You must require your auditioners to prepare a monologue as well as songs. You may meet considerable resistance to this from both performers and agents, but don’t let them browbeat you. You don’t want to find yourself in rehearsal listening to a singer speaking his part in a monotone or with wildly inflected vowels or empty rhetoric and realise too late that the beautiful voice you cast at the audition was masking a complete absence of acting talent. And don’t let your singers get away with reading bits of your libretto to you. Make them do a piece. Their choice of material alone will tell you a lot about them as people and as actors.


Experienced musical theatre actors will present you with a variety of songs to choose from. Let them start by singing a song with which they are comfortable, something that shows off their voices to the best advantage. Don’t be too picky unless they really don’t know what they want to sing for you. Again, their first choice will tell you a lot about them as performers. Once you have heard their first song, ask to hear something else that will show you the breadth of their talent. If they started with a soulful ballad, ask them for something more comedic, or quick-tempo. If a female singer has blown you away with a huge belt number, find out if she has a soprano voice as well. If someone has been hilariously funny in their first song, make them try something serious in their second.


If an auditioner seems perfect for one of the roles on offer, have him sing through that character’s main song or songs. If he’s a good sight-reader or if the material is well known, he may be happy to work through it ‘round the piano’ with the Musical Director. More likely, he will want to take it away and have a look at it for a while or go away and come back on another day. Wherever possible, give the auditioner as much time as he requires.


Some experienced and status-conscious singers may not be happy about auditioning with their own pieces, preferring to sing the material for which they are being considered. If this is the case, send them the songs well in advance so they can make proper preparation.


Never stop someone in mid-flow. It’s rude and unnecessary. However badly they are singing, you invited them to do so. If someone has a memory lapse halfway through a song, let him recover and start again. Auditioners are often nervous and auditions are not tests of memory. Give everyone the benefit of the doubt and want them to be as good as they can possibly be.


Don’t switch off if auditioners don’t seem right for the roles available. Hear them out. If they’re good, they might be perfect for something else you do further down the line. If they’re really good, they might even persuade you to change your thinking about a role just so you can have them play it.


In fact, don’t ever switch off. Auditioners can tell if you do, and it’s not fair to ask them to sing a whole song to a row of glazed-over eyes.


If auditioners have a routine they fall into – stretching or breathing or jumping about – don’t disrupt it. It doesn’t make you look clever to comment adversely on their appearance or behaviour. And if they have a song they specially want to sing, don’t let your own taste or prejudice stop them from singing it. They may have spent hours practising it just for you and not being allowed to sing it will throw them horribly. You don’t need to be controlling or severe in auditions – it doesn’t make you look strong and it stops you making good judgements. Take the people and their favourite material as it comes and let yourself be affected by them and it before you pass judgement on either. Be gentle and be kind. That way you’ll get the best out of everyone.


Auditorium


The auditorium is where the audience sits to listen to the play. Note well, it is called auditorium and not spectatorium. It is a space in which the author’s words are communicated by the actors’ voices to the audience’s ears. In auditoria all over the world audiences forgive bad sightlines. They will pay less for obstructed view seats, happily craning their necks from behind pillars and peering down from vertiginous heights. What they will never forgive is not being able to hear the words.


Auditoria come in all shapes and sizes, from massive barns of three or four thousand seats to tiny rooms where the cast may threaten to outnumber the audience. One of your primary duties as a director is to choose the right auditorium for your play or the right play for your auditorium. If you get either of these equations wrong you make life difficult for yourself.


Consider the configuration of your auditorium. Is it conducive to the atmosphere of your play? Can the story of your play be shared in it feelingly? Will all the details of your actors’ performances be appreciated by every member of the audience? Are all the seats in the auditorium within easy earshot of the stage? How are the sight-lines and acoustics? Do you feel like you’re in a playhouse, or are the dimensions just too big for comfort?


Look at the space between stage and seats. Imagine it as a huge bubble of air contained by the architectural features of the auditorium. How wide is this bubble, how deep and how high? This isn’t an exact science, but if the cubic capacity of the bubble is too great, the sound of the actors’ voices will get lost on its way from stage to seats. The actors’ words need to resound within this space like music resounds inside the case of a stringed instrument.


OLD PLAYHOUSES


If you’re considering working in an old playhouse, think about its history and why it was built the way it was. The builders of theatres from the eighteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth created multi-tiered auditoria in order to pack as many people as possible into the small areas of ground upon which the theatres are built. At the same time they stratified the tiers to provide a variety of different seat prices for a variety of different purses. Theatre auditoria became microcosms for the British class system. The upper and upper-middle classes sat in the boxes, and the royal circle the middle classes in the stalls, grand circle or circle, and the educated lower middle classes in the upper circle or balcony. The dress circle was originally reserved for those wearing evening dress, and so on. None of this was writ in stone and of course people broke the rules all the time, aping the class to which they aspired or slumming it in a class they thought beneath them but better suited to their purse. The stratification was indeed far more important in terms of money taken at the box office than a true reflection of any real social system. But if you work in theatres like these today, how do you make sure that everyone sitting in them gets their fair share of the play? Your producer will still price the seats according to their market value, but audiences sitting in the cheap seats should be just as important to you as those in the expensive ones.





NEW PLAYHOUSES


In the twentieth century auditoria began to be configured on more democratic lines. The number of tiers was reduced from four or five to three and then to two. The classic Broadway auditorium, reflected in the design of theatres all across America, is a two-tier configuration built very wide to maximise the number of seats and with a shallow stage to fit the theatre’s rectangular footprint. These theatres have problems all their own. Every seat may be reasonably close to the stage, but the side seats seem out on a limb unless the action on stage is spread very flat to accommodate them.


Modern playhouses are rarely built with more than two tiers and, since the 1960s, may be influenced by any number of different architectural or theatrical fashions. Thus you may find yourself working on a thrust stage or an arena stage or in a replica theatre.


Auteur Director


Auteur director is a loose term applied, rather subjectively, to directors whose work seems so distinctively original that it transcends direction and becomes authorship. The term derives from film, where the dominance of the visual image over the spoken word gives the director a pre-eminent role in the creative process.


The fact that auteur is merely the French word for ‘author’ makes its use seem a little pretentious to many an Anglo-Saxon ear, author director not having quite the same ring and making one suspect it would never be used if it were the only term available.


The authorship referred to can assume several different forms. Some auteurs are so called because of the extraordinary liberties they take with existing texts. By making radical cuts, rewriting the characters, reorganising the structure or setting the play in a rigidly conceptual framework, they seem to put themselves on an equal creative footing with the original author. Others make up their own plays from scratch, using improvisation or devised play techniques, but eschewing the services of a writer, so becoming authors by default. Others start with a predominantly physical theatre approach, their work more akin to choreography than conventional direction but the resulting performance more akin to play than to dance.


Unfortunately the term gets bandied about where it is neither appropriate nor merited. An author that happens to direct his own plays is not thereby an auteur director. A director radically interpreting a more or less uncut classical text does not qualify thereby for co-authorship. It’s always a little disturbing when one hears a famous play referred to as if it had become the property of a particular director. ‘Have you seen Sniggins’s Lear?’ – not Shakespeare’s any more but Sniggins’s. For some directors this assumption of authorship might be the acme of their ambition, but many would blush even to consider it.


The term should really only be used in circumstances where a theatre piece originates in the unique vision of a director and where all other claims of authorship are insignificant in comparison.


Awards


The award culture is a deadly influence on theatre. It diminishes all of us, judges and judged alike. It creates division, envy and disharmony amongst those who rely for their living on collaboration, friendship and accord. It compares the incomparable. It reduces art to the level of sport.


If you are nominated for an award, you are usually four to one likely to end up a loser, but if you win, you do so at the emotional expense of your peers.


If you take your losses or wins seriously you disable your creative life by disappointment on the one hand or pride on the other.


If there are commercial benefits to awards – in that the ceremonies attract the attention of a media that loves to obsess over league tables – what is gained by the winners is generally offset by what is lost by the rest of the theatre community, especially by those who have been ignored altogether.


The culture is now so pervasive you will be hard-pressed to have nothing to do with it, but your best position is one of ironical distance. Take none of it seriously and judge yourself only by your own lights and those of your trusted peers.
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