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Preface

In the days before methodology and training institutions, directors and actors shared what they knew through tips. “You saw it tonight, got any tips for me?” “Listen, I loved it but I have one tip.” The young asked the old for them and the veterans gave them whether they were asked or not.

Growing up in a theater family in the 1940s and 1950s, I listened in on a lot of tips. I always thought it was a great way to pass on craft without the pretension. The person giving the tip was simply drawing it out of the well everybody drank from. Nobody assumed they had invented the tip; it was either general knowledge the other person had momentarily forgotten or something you would have learned anyway after you did a couple of dozen more plays. The combined wisdom of the tips didn’t add up to a method and there was quite a bit of play in there, meaning that whatever it was worked most of the time, but there was always an exception. Luckily there would be a tip for the exception too; you just had to find the right person. By the time I had become a professional director in 1963, the tradition of the tip was in decline and I discovered that working directors very seldom talked together about the trade.

The net result of this was that though I worked constantly I improved slowly. I kept making mistakes (for years) that a tip or two by a peer or a veteran could have shortcutted.

For instance, I worked for thirty years before I really incorporated Stanislavski’s “super objective” in my daily work. I’d read about it in my early twenties but I never understood its practical (and miraculous) application. It’s annoying to realize you could have been doing better work for thirty years if someone had just given you a tip!

So here’s a collection of them. Some I have heard in the family kitchen, a few at theater conferences, but most of them I fished out of the common well by making mistake after mistake in production after production. These are not the insights of genius; they are what I found out by spilling enough blood. If you’ve been working for a while they may serve as a reminder. If you’re just setting sail, I’m confident they will save you a few theatrical scars.

So here they are out of the bars and hallways and dressings rooms and the crucible of rehearsal and performance. You probably have some to share. I wish to hell I’d run into you earlier.

Jon Jory





User’s Guide

Please don’t read this book straight through. My feeling is it would be like drinking too much espresso. These tips have been refined and compacted to be later expanded by your understanding and experience. Make the book your companion when you’re working on a scene or a play. Skim for something that catches your attention to help you rehash today’s rehearsal or plan for tomorrow’s. When you have a problem section, moment, or actor, run through the appropriate reading until something strikes you. Is tomorrow your first meeting with a fight choreographer? There’s a tip.

Now, there is a section on the director’s homework. Everyone hates homework, so despite the fact it should start the book, I’ve put it last. When you’re feeling strong or you’re excited about an upcoming project, sit down in your favorite chair with your favorite snack and attempt it.

This book is meant to be a mentor and a reminder, not a chore. Dip into it and use what’s helpful at the moment. Are these tips the only way to do a particular thing? Absolutely not. Have they been fire-tested? Yes, I use them every day that I work.

Remember, this isn’t a method, it’s a set of tools, and it’s your task to find the right job for them.

Meanwhile, may I give you a tip?





What Is Directing?

The director delivers the story of the play clearly, evocatively, and emotionally to the audience using theatrical means. The director assists the actor in framing character and relationship so that the narrative’s points are made. The director reveals meanings in the text based on the author’s intent and his or her own response to the play. The director melds the visual world of the play and the intended meaning to give the audience a complete experience. The director assures a creative atmosphere for the work and manages time to create the best result. The directors, designers, and actors are a creative team with clear collaborative goals. Everything else is rehearsal.

Now that doesn’t sound hard, does it?





Casting



 

THE CASTING JOB

Be good at it or perish. Cast the best actors not the best looks. Watch for an interior process and life. See if they make the transition. Can they handle language? Do they have an instinctive sense of what the play is about? Are they comfortable on stage or scared? How good is their technique? Is any of their work spontaneous or is it all “taped”? Do they show sufficient variety? Do they, as they say, have the chops? Do they make human contact, or are they too far back in their heads? Are they prepared or possibly (shhhh) lazy? Are they emotionally available? Can they move or are they lumps? Does their body respond to what their brain thinks? Are you just casting this person because you’re attracted to him or her? If you’re casting a major role, has the actor played major roles?

If I had to break it way down, I’d say cast for interior process and exterior technique. Technique without mind is abysmal. Mind without technique is useless.

Oh, and do they have a sense of humor? It’s as necessary to tragedy as comedy.

Be on time, drink lots of water, be kind, be empathetic, and don’t eat while they audition.



 

IN YOUR CASTING BRIEFCASE


	A watch. You want to stay on time.

	A file folder so you don’t lose the casting schedule, your notes, or the actor’s photo and résumé.

	Two copies of the script. Someone will walk off with one of them.

	Your own set of the sides (pages) from which you are auditioning.

	Your cell phone.

	Sharpened pencils and good pens.

	Your address book and phone file.

	Something to nibble on that isn’t too messy and bottled water to drink, because dehydrated directors are snappish and lose concentration.

	The necessary information on when the play goes into rehearsal, opens, and closes.

	A notebook to write your impressions of each audition. If the call is a professional one done by a casting person, you’ll receive a sheet giving the scheduled times, names of auditioners, and contact information.





 

AUDITION ETHICS


	You, the director, should be on time.

	You should be decently dressed in clean clothes as a mark of respect to the actors.

	You should be polite, empathetic, and in no way misuse the power of your position.

	You shouldn’t spend a lot of time during the audition looking at the actor’s résumé. It’s rude.

	You should rise when the person enters and again when they leave unless you are aged, infirm, or car sick.

	Thank the actor courteously but do not give false hope.

	If you have a ten- or fifteen-minute schedule per actor stay on it. If you’re behind, catch up. Don’t keep people waiting for long periods.

	Always introduce the actor to the reader, if there is one.

	Keep the audition table neat and clear of doughnut wrappers, half-eaten apples, and used tissues. You are inviting these actors to your temporary home.

	Courtesy and warmth cost you nothing.





 

WORKING WITH A CASTING PERSON

If someone is bringing the actors in for you, you want to be simpatico with that person. Explain your taste in actors as best you can. Explain what you see in the characters and the skills you see as necessary in playing them. If the production is high concept in some way, be clear about what you’re doing. If you can give them an ideal example for the role (I would want Pacino) do so. (You won’t get him but they might understand.) Take a minute to say what you don’t want. “It’s a musical, yes, but I don’t want broad low-comedy musical acting.”

When you start with a new casting person, explain in detail what you think about the first six or seven people who audition. That provides a benchmark so that the casting professional can understand your taste in actors. If you like an actor but don’t know him, ask the casting person what she knows. After the call, it’s polite (and often helpful) to ask what she thinks. Obviously, you must sometimes disagree. Listen to advice but know your own mind. Be honest, be clear, be nice, be demanding.



 

AUDITION MATERIAL

Pick the wrong scenes to audition the actors, you’ll get the wrong actors. You need to see them handle what’s key in the role and if they are capable of the hard stuff, the mad scene, the emotional outburst, the big monologue. If it’s comedic, you want the funniest scene. If it’s Shaw, the most complex speech. If it’s commedia, you’ve got to see them move. If the character arcs from A to Z, you need to see both ends. If there’s a killer-diller bear of a scene — the actor goes crazy, murders his child, and laughs hysterically — you might save it for the callback. Have two scenes with a third if they interest you. Keep each scene to a page and a half or less. If the role is minuscule, you might read the actor from a large role. Try to make sure the actors get the material at least three days beforehand. Don’t let someone else (casting director, stage manager, personal assistant) choose the material. It needs to be the perfect vehicle to see what you have to see. In the callback, you may want to be reminded of their work on the material they did last time plus see new material. Take your time, choose carefully.



 

AUDITION NOTATION

Watch the audition. Don’t spend the whole time writing. Devise a simple quick notation that the actor won’t understand is she catches a glimpse.






	O
	Forgettable



	Ø
	No thought process



	<
	Handles text well



	>
	Handles text badly



	♥
	Loved her



	♥
	Hated her



	B
	Best so far



	⇑
	Moves well



	⇓
	Moves badly



	i
	Intelligent



	D
	Takes direction



	D
	Doesn’t take direction



	T
	Good type



	T
	Wrong type



	®
	See for other roles



	V
	Good voice



	Λ
	Bad voice



	©
	Seems crazy





You don’t have to write a short story. You just need essential information.



 

MAY I USE YOU?

When the auditioning actor winsomely asks you if he may use you during the audition (meaning may he make eye contact with you and imagine you are the other actor in the scene), your answer should be a charming version of no. Whenever I’ve let myself be talked into this mug’s game, I always end up trying to act with the auditioner instead of analyzing the audition. If I don’t respond to the actor, I have the vague discontent of not doing a good job. If I do, I become for that time another actor, which crowds out my director self. It’s not your job. It’s distracting, and I always end up self-conscious and irritable. This is one of those moments when you’re going to end up feeling a little like the bad guy. Just say no.



 

DEFENDING THE READER

In most auditions for a specific play there is a reader, either paid or volunteer, who reads opposite the actor auditioning in the scene. Usually the reader sits downstage facing up to give as much focus as possible to the auditioner. The director has responsibilities to the reader. The first is to introduce the reader to the incoming actor (and that means full name). Next, the director watches out for the reader because actors without taste or discernment often abuse them. I’ve seen readers knocked out of their chairs, passionately kissed, their clothing torn.

At the first hint of the actor overstepping the bounds of the reader’s comfort, the director must intervene; a clear “please don’t do that” usually suffices. When the auditions conclude, it’s nice when the director thanks and (when truthful) compliments the reader’s work. I often ask readers about their opinions of the actors we’ve seen. Very often, they know something you don’t.



 

WHAT THE



	If you’re casting a major role, it helps if the actor has played (and carried) major roles.

	If it’s comedy, you want comic credits. (Lots of good actors have zero comic sense.)

	It’s a big bonus if he or she has played in good

	If you’re iffy, the only help is to call someone whose taste you know and respect. Is that person on the actor’s résumé?

	Has he or she done the type of play you’re casting?

	Oh look, you’ve seen the actor’s work and forgotten!









	“Is there anything you’d like to tell me before I start?” If there is, keep it brief.

	“Is it all right if I start over?” Sure, if there’s time.

	“Which of these scenes should I do first?” If you care, say so.

	“Did I make the adjustment you asked for?” I either tell the truth or am vaguely reassuring if I want to move on.

	“How was that?” I always say, I got what I needed, which is true, negatively or positively.

	They will tell you they have a cold, they just got the script last night, they knew your sister in kindergarten, they love the script, they admire your work, and they’ve always wanted to do this play. I smile and nod.















	Forget, for a moment, special physical needs. Who’s the best actor?

	Is she emotionally connected? Can she do it or does she have to fake it?

	Does he have presence? Any charisma?

	What parts of the role will be hardest for her? Are these key moments and qualities?

	Does he show ideas and feelings with his body? Is he physically connected?

	Do you want to be in a room with this person for several weeks?

	Does she have an intuitive sense of the role? You can’t teach or direct that.

	If it’s a comedy, does he have the technique? It’s hell teaching comedy technique in three weeks.

	Is she charming? Most big roles need it.

	Is he intelligent enough for you to enjoy working with him?

	Can she handle the big moments?

	Does he have enough energy?

	Can she fill your theater with her acting?
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