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    To all young directors getting ready to

    accept the challenge


    And to John Chandler,

    great husband, writer, critic, and a good actor, too!

  


  
    Art is not a thing. It is a way.

    OSCAR WILDE, POET, PLAYWRIGHT
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    Introduction


    Directing for the theatre may be described as the process of transforming personal vision into public performance.


    J. ROBERT WILLS, THE DIRECTOR IN A CHANGING THEATRE


    The director must cultivate the virtue of patience—with others and with himself.


    HAROLD CLURMAN, ON DIRECTING


    The director is justified in his impatience.


    BERTOLT BRECHT


    So we begin with some big ideas. And sometimes these ideas can seem directly opposite to each other. This book is meant to start you on the path toward understanding the work of the theater director and those who work alongside the director.


    Directing can be an amazing opportunity for creative expression and personal growth. It can also be a challenge at almost every step along the way. The complex worlds of playwrights, artists, performers, and technicians all emerge and then seemingly, by magic, merge into a production that lifts the words off the page and onto the stage for audiences to enjoy.


    But the magic is only the surface. What lies beneath is devotion to the actual work and a passionate commitment to excellence. We have to be burning with excitement and energy to do it! And before that we have to learn how to do it!


    I have tried to put into these pages all the basic elements I could think of to get you started on the journey. These are elements I have worked with over the years as a theater director, actor, playwright, and teacher. A lot of the topics I mention are topics I have wrestled with myself.


    Keep in mind that taking leadership as a director can be thrilling, but it can also be be frightening. There’s a lot to deal with and a lot to learn. I’ve never started a show without feeling in awe of the material and very scared of the tasks ahead. Can I actually make this work? Can I direct a show? Can I take direction? Do I fully understand what has to happen here?


    The director is responsible for almost all the artistic decisions in a production. You are being watched, observed, and sometimes criticized. You are demonstrating how you work in the world and how you communicate with others. You take the blame if things are a mess, but you also take the credit for things that go well at the rehearsals and, at last, on opening night. You also take the credit for a happy cast and crew who feel appreciated and whose talents have been acknowledged.


    Those being directed—the actors, staff, and crew—are responsible for listening carefully and using their own creativity to bring forth the director’s vision of the world that is the play. So besides being frightening, it can also be a wonderful adventure. What seemed like magic can actually be understood, inch by inch, step by step.


    Directing for the theater gives you the chance to explore your thoughts, opinions, and values about life, and then share them with others in a climate of vitality. Who you are is totally unique, and how you see the world is important. Directing gives you the opportunity to go right into the center of your life and into the heart of your ideas.


    There are many wonderful books on directing and many paths toward educating yourself to become a theater director. The final chapter provides a guide for you to continue your training and a suggestion of material to read and from which to learn.


    Most of all, as you start this work, trust yourself and be brave. Take some risks, make a few mistakes, have patience, lose your patience, and, most of all, have a great time! I hope you will use this book as the first step on a long and rewarding journey.


    Wilma Marcus Chandler

    Santa Cruz, California, 2008

  


  
    STEP 1


    OVERVIEW OF THEATER


    There are no accidents in art … only the fruits of long labor.


    KONSTANTIN STANISLAVSKI,

    MOSCOW ART THEATER DIRECTOR


    What equipment does a director need? It’s so complicated. You have to be able to use other people as your instrumentality. This is an art in itself—to make your imagination proceed through the imaginations of other people.


    ZELDA FICHANDLER, THE DIRECTOR’S VOICE


    THE NATURE OF THEATER


    I believe that theater is the most powerful art form we have and the most exhilarating. At its best, it is a seamless blend of literature, dance, music, art, and politics. It reflects on humanity’s great issues and problems and joys. It attempts to build a bridge between performers and audience to reflect on the human experience, and it includes playwrights, poets, designers, business managers, and many others. It is as diverse as the countries and societies in which it is performed, but it is universal as well.


    What are the common threads? Theater always speaks to the human heart as well as to the mind. At the center is always a conflict, and that conflict is expressed and resolved through dialogue and action. Theater addresses who we are, what we laugh and cry about, what we have experienced and wish for in the world.


    So, when you work in the theater, what are you getting yourself into? As with all the arts, theater work requires training to develop the skills necessary to become excellent, and in the performing arts you take big risks. You agree to be looked at, applauded, or booed and have your artistic decisions challenged. But it is also a high form of play that can delight, amaze, and teach an audience many things.


    The process always begins with the literature. Playwriting starts the process, and performance lights it up and demonstrates it. Even the spontaneous work of improvisation begins with a subject, a topic, or an audience suggestion to begin a scene.


    It is about people on a stage telling their stories and their secrets while other people watch. Hopefully, the audience will be able to empathize and will be moved to laughter, terror, delight, or tears by what they see and hear. Theater is about ideas, characters, and situations. It is about the comedy and the drama of human situations and the whole panorama of the world in which we live.


    THE THEATER PRODUCTION TEAM: WHO DOES WHAT?


    Theater production relies on a collaboration among many people. No one person can do it all. The director must oversee the entire team and work closely with the producer and the stage manager to keep things on track. Here is a partial list of the collaborators:


    THE PLAYWRIGHT writes the play.


    THE PRODUCER selects the play, finds the financial backing, and usually hires all the people who will work on the show. The producer can be a school, a theater company, an individual, or a group of individuals.


    THE DIRECTOR interprets the script, creates the concept for the show, stages the show, and directs the actors.


    THE ASSISTANT DIRECTOR helps the director in all ways and is prepared to take over should the director not be able to continue with the rehearsals or with the production.


    THE DRAMATURG does research on the literary, historical, and biographical material in the script and assists the director, designers, and actors with the findings to help them understand the context of the play.


    THE PRODUCTION MANAGER deals with schedules, rehearsal time lines, and administrative details.


    THE STAGE MANAGER, at first, assists the director, helps with auditions, writes down the blocking notes, takes charge of all backstage operations, and organizes and calls the cues for lights, sound, and scenery shifts. Later, once the show opens, he or she is in charge of the show completely.


    THE DESIGNERS (set designer, lighting designer, sound designer, and costume designer) are responsible for creating the artistic designs of the show.


    THE SCENIC ARTIST designs the painted scenery and props.


    THE PAINT CREW does the actual painting.


    THE PROPERTIES MASTER designs, builds, or finds all the props for the show.


    THE PROPS CREW helps the prop master and organizes and runs all the props before and during a show.


    THE LIGHT-BOARD OPERATOR AND SOUNDBOARD OPERATOR set up and run the equipment during the show; receive cues from the stage manager.


    THE MASTER ELECTRICIAN hangs, focuses, and checks the lights according to the lighting designer’s plans.


    THE ELECTRICIANS work on the stage lighting and wiring for the show.


    THE STAGE CREW/RUNNING CREW are the backstage team in charge of moving and changing the sets and props during rehearsals and performances.


    THE COSTUME SHOP SUPERVISOR is responsible for making the costumes according to the costume designer’s drawings and organizing the costume shop.


    THE COSTUME CREW cuts, drapes, and stitches costumes; makes wigs; organizes makeup; and cares for shoes, hats, and so on.


    THE DRESSERS assist actors backstage with costume and makeup changes.


    THE MUSICAL DIRECTOR is in charge of live music (orchestra, band) for the show.


    THE VOCAL DIRECTOR is in charge of singers and rehearsing the songs for the show and coordinates with the musical director.


    THE CHOREOGRAPHER creates any dances that may be needed in the show. Also may be asked to stage parts of the show that require special physical movement, such as crowd scenes or fights.


    THE DANCE CAPTAIN runs the dance rehearsals and leads warmups before rehearsals and performances.


    THE FIGHT CHOREOGRAPHER creates the movements necessary for fights in a show, both armed and unarmed, and should be certified or highly trained.


    THE WEAPONS MASTER is in charge of checking simulated weapons used in a play before and after each performance, locking them away, and distributing them to the proper actors for each subsequent performance.


    THE DIALECT COACH works with actors on the necessary speech inflections and pronunciation for regional or foreign accents.


    THE ACTORS, DANCERS, AND SINGERS are the performers.


    THE UNDERSTUDIES learn the roles of the actors and should be prepared to go onstage in the absence of a performer.


    THE PUBLICITY DIRECTOR is in charge of publicity, posters, photography, programs, advertising, lobby display, and all manner of notifying the public about the production.


    THE HOUSE MANAGER is in charge of the theater space: keeping it clean and ready for the public and overseeing ushers and ticket takers; deals with the safety and well-being of the audience.


    Often one person will take on several jobs, but doing a show is always a group effort and needs everyone’s talents and strengths to run smoothly. The wonderful thing about a production is that every person who wishes to be part of it can find a place. Some have skills in one area, some in another, but there is room for all.


    THE DIRECTOR’S ROLES


    It is good to remember that nobody asked us to go on the stage. For my own part I elected to do so. And having done that, it is for me to command all my resources by my Will, in order to prove my right to stand there and play!


    MORRIS CARNOVSKY, THE ACTOR’S EYE


    How you work in the world is how you work on stage.


    UTA HAGEN, RESPECT FOR ACTING


    Whether you are becoming a director or working with one, you will notice that the director wears many hats and has many duties. Often there are others to help with these tasks, but he or she must be prepared


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Is your audience mature or do you expect families with young children?


      	Is your audience high school age?


      	Is your audience bilingual and culturally diverse or homogeneous?


      	Is your target audience specific, or do you expect a full range of ages and backgrounds?
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