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 The Director’s Craft

The process of directing a play stretches from the first script reading to the last night of the run, and anyone planning to make this journey will find The Director’s Craft an invaluable guide.

This book explains the key practical tools that one of the UK’s most respected directors uses to approach her work with not only actors and production teams, but also the text itself. Katie Mitchell addresses topics as diverse as:

The ideas that underpin a play’s text

Preparing improvisations

Twelve golden rules for working with actors

Managing the transition from rehearsal room to theatre

Analysing your work after a run has ended


Each chapter concludes with a summary of its key points, making this an ideal reference point for those wishing to improve specific areas of their craft, as well as complete novices in search of a step-by-step map of a director’s role.

Katie Mitchell has directed plays for the Royal Shakespeare Company, the Royal National Theatre, the Royal Court, the Young Vic and the Donmar Warehouse. Outside the UK she has directed at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Sweden, the Cologne Schauspielhaus in Germany and the Piccolo Theatre in Italy. Her opera work includes productions for Welsh National Opera, Glyndebourne Festival Opera and English National Opera. She has received two Time OutAwards and one Evening StandardAward for Best Director. 
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 FOREWORD

Nicholas Hytner

It is still the case that in the British theatre, most directors become directors by saying ‘I am a director!’ and hoping that someone will believe them. Some have been actors, a few have been stage managers, but most nowadays emerge from university bursting with ideas, but otherwise more or less clueless. If they are lucky, they are given the opportunities to discover how clueless they are; if they are wise, they start to piece together a version of how the theatre actually works; if they are talented, it’s a mixed blessing, as they find themselves in the spotlight long before they’ve worked out how to deploy their talents usefully. They are encouraged to think of themselves as artists, but they’ve yet to learn the director’s craft.

Here at last, is the book that lays it all out, from the moment the director starts to think about a play until the night it closes. There are many marvellous books about acting (some of the best by directors) and many inspirational books about the purpose of theatre. There are books about verse speaking, manuals about lighting and sound, and histories of costume. I have never before come across a book that so clearly and so rigorously insists on the practical necessities of a job that requires its taker to lead a team all of whom are more expert in their particular craft than their leader is.

When I was appointed Director of the National Theatre, it was one of my first priorities to make it a home to Katie Mitchell. Her productions had always struck me as marrying a seriousness of purpose and emotional intensity to a peerless theatrical know-how. I’ve not always agreed with her about a play, but I’ve never been less than gripped by the way she has gone about bringing it to life. Over the years, I’ve watched her continuing journey with unbounded admiration; and it hasn’t surprised me that my admiration is shared particularly by young directors starting their lives in the theatre. They cite her as their guiding light more than anyone else (rather as my generation cited Peter Brook), and that’s not just because she devotes more of her time to teaching than any other comparable director. Her productions never leave you in any doubt that what you’re seeing is the consequence both of profound thought and ferocious attention to detail. Her creative life is marked by a passionate attachment to the boundless expressive possibilities of the theatre. It is wonderfully encouraging that so many young directors want to be like her.

Her book will help them, as it will enlighten anyone who wants to know something about the process of bringing a play to the stage. She covers more or less everything. It is detailed and provocative about her discoveries about how to inspire and guide actors. It is uncompromising about how all-encompassing a director’s preparatory work must be, severe in its demands on those who want to undertake it. It offers advice on everything from the provision of tea and coffee in the rehearsal room to the conduct of technical rehearsals, and it insists on the necessity of merciless self-analysis at the end of every run of every play. Above all, it reveals that there are essential skills that every director has to learn. Ideas are easy to come by; everyone has them. Her emphasis is on what’s needed to make them live on the stage. Katie uses Chekhov’s Seagull as her test case, and it’s a mark of the thoroughness of her approach that you could apply her processes to your own production of that play and come up with a production completely different from hers at the National in 2007. Where it wouldn’t differ is in the integrity with which she insists you approach the job of directing it.

This book should become an essential guide for directors in the English speaking theatre.



Nicholas Hytner 
National Theatre, June 2008
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 INTRODUCTION

Early attempts at directing can flounder because directors do not have certain simple tools. Without these tools, directing becomes a process based on chance rather than skill. The tools in this book will help you to make work that is closer to what you want to see – or what you have imagined in your head. It will also encourage you to think about directing as a craft, with skills that can be learnt and built up over time.

There are two broad schools of thought about the training of directors. Some think that directing is an inherent talent that can only evolve on the rehearsal room floor, during the process of making shows. Others think that it is a skill that can be learnt over time in an educational context. I am of the latter opinion and I find it strange that most actors, at least in the UK, undergo a structured training, whilst directors do not. I regret not having been taught myself and feel that the craft of directing, like acting, can only benefit from a preliminary training period. Many directors at the early stages of their career are overwhelmed by the expectation that they are somehow supposed to stand and deliver brilliant directing. A few basic skills might make all the difference to their confidence and ability to direct coherently. When selecting the exercises and advice contained in this book, I have tried to think back to the tools that I needed when I was starting out. However, it is important to differentiate between the productions I make and the tools this book describes. If ten different directors were to use these tools, the outcomes would be radically different. Nonetheless, there are certain basic skills that have to be put into practice in any production, whatever the vision, voice or interpretation of the director. It is these skills that I am attempting to isolate and describe.

The book outlines the essential practical skills needed at each stage of the production process, from choosing a text through to the final performance. The main emphasis is on work with actors. However, the book also includes the key steps in building a production with the members of the creative team. This includes work on set, costumes, lighting, sound, movement, voice and music. The only relationship that is not covered is the one with a living writer. I work mainly on plays by dead writers, and therefore have very little experience of working with  playwrights on new plays. There are directors, like Max Stafford Clark and James Macdonald, who are specialists in this field and whose thinking and writing on new plays is expert.

Most of the tools described in this book come from Konstantin Stanislavsky’s teachings, mediated by a secondary interpreter, and then test-run in my own work. Others come from my recent research into the biology of emotions. The rest are the result of common sense and hard lessons learnt on the rehearsal room floor. I have used a specific play – The Seagull by Anton Chekhov – to illustrate and describe the process I undergo when making a production. The play is translated by Michael Frayn and published by Methuen (1998) in a collection of four Chekhov plays (The Seagull is about the loves and losses of a group of close friends and family living on a rural estate in Russia). However, the tasks in the book can be applied to any mat erial – be it Chekhovian realism, abstract texts by writers like Beckett and Pinter, or new plays – or even highly stylised work, such as eighteenth-century operas.

You can dip in and out of this book to solve immediate problems in your rehearsals or you can study it in greater detail in relationship to The Seagull – and thereby extract a more comprehensive view of the process. Alternatively, you could pick and mix elements from the book with ingredients of your own – possibly using ideas in the book to guide you through new challenges or strengthen weak points in your own process. Depending on what stage you have reached in your evolution as a director, it might help if you were to jot down a list of the strengths and weaknesses of your work before you start reading. That may give you a sense of purpose in reading the book. Also, try test-running the preparation tasks on plays that you are working on or thinking of directing to see if the tasks help deepen your understanding of the material. Nor do you need to subscribe to every aspect of the process I outline. If an exercise doesn’t make sense to you, it might be better not to take it into a rehearsal room. If you use an exercise that is only half digested or understood, there’s a real chance that it will end up confusing or frustrating the actors. This could undermine your confidence and their respect for you.

The book assumes that you are interested in building an imaginary world for the actors to inhabit, using ingredients from real life and circumstances suggested by the text itself. It also assumes that directing is a job that requires considered and careful preparation before rehearsals begin. The rehearsals themselves are critical, but you can save a great deal of time by preparing efficiently. Detailed preparation will ensure that you use the rehearsal process much more economically. Thorough preparation does not work against the creativity or input of the actors in rehearsals; instead it feeds, focuses and inspires the actors’ work. Preparation also makes you more confident as a director and, in turn, gives the actors confidence in you. 

Part I of this book covers the work that you do on your own before you start rehearsing, including advice on building the relationships with everyone involved in making the production other than the actors. Part II describes the rehearsal process, and Part III takes you through technical rehearsals, dress rehearsals and the way in which you might work on the performance during its run. Part IV describes the evolution of my relationship with the work and legacy of Stanislavsky.

First, here are some suggestions on how you should go about reading a play either when you are considering directing it or when you are starting to work on it. Before you can interpret a play you should find out exactly what it is made of. Resist the desire to rush at the material with your own ideas and step back in order to assess the ideas of the writer and what is actually on the page in front of you.

When reading a text you want to direct, you will often find that your heartbeat increases and your body temperature rises. It is a feeling akin to falling in love. You may feel excited and, as a result, you will not always read the text very carefully or slowly. Instead, your eye slides and skids over the words, every now and again concentrating on a section you particularly like. You jump over the sections that don’t immediately interest you. ‘I’ll sort them out later,’ you say to yourself. If you were to direct the play on the basis of these early readings, the performance would reflect your unsteady excitement and be uneven.

When I was directing Aeschylus’ The Oresteia, I was particularly interested in the story of the sacrifice of Iphigenia. The Oresteia is a trilogy of plays and the story of Iphigenia’s sacrifice is the engine of the first play. It is not the engine of the second play and barely features in the third. Other than Iphigenia’s story, my interest in the text was sporadic and this lack of interest was finally legible in the production. The production became less focused as the evening progressed, the audience grew more restless and the characters who had no direct relationship to Iphigenia’s story were neglected. My inclusion of a ghost who represented Iphigenia and wandered through the action of the trilogy was, ultimately, confusing for the audience. The production was an accurate reflection of my first over-excited and uneven reading of the text, but not a very accurate representation of the play that Aeschylus had written.

It is therefore important to read the text carefully and slowly in order to check that you are actually reading all its scenes and not just a few of them. Learning to do this with a clear head will also help you to make a decision about whether you actually want to direct the play.

Another obstacle to reading a play clearly is an affinity that can get in the way of your understanding of the text, much like the radio static that interferes with the reception of a programme you are listening to. Affinities are the things that you are  drawn to in the play because they relate to your own life or how you look at the world. An affinity can be both useful and somewhat limiting. It is useful in that it could give you added insight into an aspect of the text or a character that you would not otherwise have. For example, you may decide to direct a play set in a doctor’s surgery. If your father is also a doctor in real life then you will know quite a lot about the profession, both in public and in private, and this may help you to direct the play. But the same affinity that gives you a special insight into the life of a doctor could encourage you to make the action too close to that of your father’s surgery or could stop you seeing other aspects of the play.

You may see this same problem interfering with an actor’s work. For example, the actor playing Arkadina (who is herself an actor) in The Seagull might be drawn to the character because that actor has an obvious affinity with the character’s profession and the emotions associated with it. However, that is not all that Chekhov requires the actor to play. Arkadina is also a mother who finds herself in a relationship with a younger man. Much of the action in the play relates to these roles as much as – if not more so than – her profession. The same is true of a director. A director might have an affinity with the theatrical aspects of the play, again for the obvious reason that it is their profession. This would mean that the other themes of the play – unrequited love, destroyed dreams and family – would be neglected. The production would be unbalanced.

When you are imagining a play in your head or reading it through, it is possible that you are only really imagining what the speaking characters will be doing or where they might be standing. In a play with a large number of characters, this means that you won’t have imagined everyone on stage. Therefore, when the time comes to direct the scene, you won’t know what to do with the non-speaking characters. This lack of attention to the non-speaking characters will be legible to the audience. So, you need to prepare the text by imagining every character at every moment, regardless of how much they have to say. Even if it is a smaller role without any text, like a maid or a waiter, the characters will be present on stage and what they are doing must be clear. In the first scene of The Seagull, for instance, you may forget that there are also workmen present with Masha and Medvedenko. They are behind the curtain of the improvised stage, working. When you prepare the scene, you may only work on what Masha and Medvedenko are playing. You will then turn up to rehearsals and the three actors who are playing the workmen will be ready to work and you will just look at them blankly. You will then have to come up with solutions on the hoof that may not be as thorough as your prepared work.

Learning to hold the whole picture of what the audience will see in your head as you read the text is critical. Do this by running the action of the play in your  head as if it were a slice of naturalistic cinema. Imagine what the audience will be looking at frame by frame. Do not invent a complex sequence of pictures; instead, make the simplest sequence possible. Remember, this exercise is not about working out exactly how you will direct each scene – that is a task you will approach much later on in the process. Rather, it is about having a firm grasp on all the elements you need to attend to when you direct the play.

Visualising the action like this will also remind you to hold a consistent picture of place in your mind. When you read a play you can easily forget that a piece of furniture, or a location, like a lake, is permanently present and visible in a scene. You imagine these objects and geographical details when someone talks about them, but you might forget them when the subject of the conversation changes. Subsequently, you might not direct the actors to respond precisely and consistently to their environment. In one section of a scene a character may mention that it is hot, so everyone in that section starts to play the heat. Five minutes later the text will no longer be discussing the heat, and everyone will stop playing it – even though they are in exactly the same place and there is no change in the weather. This will confuse an audience.

Finally, remember that you are reading the play in order to come up with concrete tasks for the actors. So you need to practise translating your intellectual understanding of the material into specific tasks for the actors to execute. If you talk to the actors using the language of literary criticism or abstract ideas they will struggle to respond to your instructions precisely and, as a result, their work will be vague. Of course, most actors are perfectly capable of holding an intellectual conversation about a play, but that is not what they are in the rehearsal room to do. Their job is to slip inside the skin of a character and enact credible emotions, thoughts and actions. Your job is to get them inside that skin. Consider how you might give someone directions for a car journey. If you give woolly instructions of the landscape they are to look for, forget to tell them about a T-junction in the road, or talk to them about the purpose of their journey, they will get lost. The driver needs precise information with clear points of reference about roads, signs and landmarks. The clearer the instructions are, the quicker the driver will arrive at their destination. It is the same with actors. Part I of this book will show you how to extract information from the text that will help you to shape concrete tasks for the actors to do.  
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 PART ONE
PREPARING FOR REHEARSALS
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Preparing for rehearsals

This section of the book describes everything you need to do to prepare for rehearsals. The goal of your preparation should be extracting information from the text that will help the actors to perform the characters and situations in the play.

When you look at a situation in life, you will notice that the behaviour of the individuals involved is determined by a complex set of factors. Think back to the last time you observed a couple in a room having an argument. Did you notice whether the room they were standing in was hot or cold, airy or stuffy? Did you notice whether it was a room in a house or a flat? Did you notice whether there were people near who could overhear or not? Did you notice the time of day? Did you have any future pictures about what the people were going to do next? Did you have any past pictures of events in the relationship that were determining the present action? Were you able to notice any of these things, even if the words the two people were saying to each other did not touch on any of these subjects directly? Did you notice what each of them wanted from the other person? Did they want to be forgiven or to be understood?

A lot of this information will be legible in what the couple do physically – you will be able to read information by how they sit, how they move, how they spread the butter on their toast or put their coat on as they are leaving. For example, if it is cold the two people will make involuntary and voluntary gestures to keep warm. If one person is late, their actions will be faster than those of the other person. Other information will emerge from how they talk to each other, whether quickly or slowly, quietly or loudly. The information this couple communicate about themselves and their relationship is therefore both verbal and physical. And if it is verbal, the tone of how they speak is as significant as the content of what they are saying.

When you read a play, it is a good idea to search for information about all the factors that create or affect the behaviour of the characters in the action of the play (or the factors that determine the changes in their behaviour). If these factors are not explicitly stated, you might need to read the scenes carefully to infer the precise  circumstances in which the characters find themselves. The factors you need to search for come under the following headings:

Place: The environment the characters are in.

Character biographies: The events in the past that shape the characters.

Immediate circumstances: The 24 hours preceding the action of each scene or act.

Time: The year, or season, or hour the action takes place in, or the effect of the passage of time between acts or scenes.

Events: The changes that affect the behaviour of the characters. Intentions: The pictures of the future that drive the present action of the characters.

Relationships: The thoughts about others that calibrate the behaviour of the characters.


There are, of course, other preparations that you need to make before directing the play and these preparations will be investigated in the chapters that follow. But identifying the factors that determine the behaviour and the actions of the characters should lie at the heart of your preparatory work. 
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 CHAPTER 1
Organising your early responses to the text

This chapter is about organising your early responses to the text and building the world that exists before the action of the play begins. It has six steps:

Using lists of facts and questions

Organising information about what exists before the action of the play begins

Research

Answering difficult questions about the text

Place

Character biographies


Undertaking these steps will ensure that you have an objective relationship to the play. Your objectivity will help you to build a world that is specific and, later on, it will help you talk about the play in a way that actors will find useful.

 Using lists of facts and questions


When you first start working on a play, you need a simple way of organising your discoveries and responses. Listing information in the form of facts and questions will help you to do this. Facts are the non-negotiable elements of the text. They are the main clues that the writer gives you about the play. In The Seagull they include things like ‘Arkadina has a son called Konstantin’ or ‘Medvedenko is a school teacher’ or ‘It is Russia’. Questions are a way of notating the areas of the text that are less clear or that you are simply not sure of. Ask a question about anything that is not simple or clear. Questions might include things such as ‘What happened to Konstantin’s father?’, or ‘What season is it?’, or ‘Where is Sorin’s estate in Russia?’ Always write facts and questions down in simple and objective sentences. As a rule of thumb, if you are not immediately sure that what you have identified is a fact, turn it into a question.

Organising information in this way encourages you to hold an objective relationship to the material and inhibits premature attempts to interpret the play. Lists  of facts and questions will be used in the exercises outlined in this chapter and in Chapter 2, when working on the action of the play.

Summary

Use lists of facts and questions to organise your responses to the text.


 Organising information about what exists before the action of the play begins


Organising information from the text about what exists before the action of the play begins will help you to map the physical, geographical and temporal certainties of the play – and create a picture of each character’s past. No rehearsal process occurs without the actors asking questions about what has happened before the action of the play begins, and it is therefore enormously advantageous to have a firm grasp of this information. This will enable you to address simple questions about place like, ‘Where have I just come from?’, or more complex questions about past events in characters’ lives like, ‘When did I first meet Trigorin?’

Use the facts and questions format to collect information about everything that exists or has happened before the action of the play. Make two lists: one of facts and one of questions. I call these lists the ‘back history’ lists. Facts include things like ‘Arkadina married Gavril Treplev’ or ‘It is Russia’ or ‘Nina’s mother is dead’. Every fact must be written down – however tiny. It might just be a brief and apparently irrelevant event like Sorin’s description of how one of his deputy prosecutors told him his voice was disagreeable, or the fact that Trigorin’s writing is translated into other languages, but each one matters when it comes to building a past life for the character. Questions include things like ‘What happened to Konstantin’s father?’, or ‘Where is Sorin’s estate in Russia?’, or ‘When and where did Arkadina play La Dame aux Camélias?’

Remember, if you are uncertain about whether something is a fact or a question, put it down as a question. For example, you may want to put ‘Arkadina played Gertrude in Hamlet’ as a fact because she quotes from the Shakespeare play in Act One, but there is no direct evidence that she played Gertrude so it is best to write the question ‘Did Arkadina ever act Gertrude in Hamlet?’ Sometimes you will find that questions you ask at the beginning of the task are answered later on in the action. When this happens, cross out the question and add the answer to the list of facts. Remember, however, not to list any information about events in between scenes or anything that happens during the action of the play.

Here are the first few facts established by reading Act One of The Seagull. 

It is Russia.

There is an estate, which belongs to Sorin.

There is a park.

There is a broad avenue of trees leading to the park.

There is a lake.

There is a platform, which blocks the view of the lake.

There is some shrubbery.

There are a few chairs and a garden table.

There is a curtain and it is lowered.

Masha has worn black for as long as Medvedenko has known her.

Medvedenko earns 23 roubles a month, less deductions for his pension.

Masha’s father is an estate manager.

There are beggars.

Medvedenko has a sick mother, two sisters and a little brother. He supports his family financially.

Konstantin is in love with Nina.

Medvedenko lives three miles away from the estate.

Medvedenko has declared his love to Masha.

Medvedenko is a school teacher.

Snuff exists.

Masha has a snuff box containing snuff.

It is close.

It is evening.


Here are the first few questions established by reading from Act One.

What year is it?

Where is Sorin’s estate in Russia? (Is it based on a real place that the writer knew?)

How large is the estate?

What was the normal size of an estate at the time in Russia?

What type of trees line the avenue?

What size is the lake?

What type of shrubbery is it?

Why does Masha wear black?

How much is 23 roubles worth in pounds today?

What was a teacher’s pension at the time?

What would an estate manager earn at the time?

Does Masha have a job?

What is the illness that Medvedenko’s mother has? 

What are the names and ages of all Medvedenko’s family?

What has happened to Medvedenko’s father?

Where do Medvedenko and his family live?

Where does Medvedenko teach?

What was a teacher’s life like in the Russian countryside at the time?

When did Medvedenko declare his love to Masha and what was her response?

How common was snuff taking at the time, for women and men? (How would you take it? What effect would it have on you? What size and type of tin would it be stored in?)


Listing these facts and questions will help you with any kind of text, be it modern or old. Here is an example of the first few facts and questions from Samuel Beckett’s Not I.
There is a woman.

There is someone listening to the woman.

The woman was born prematurely by one month.

She was brought up in a religious orphanage.

What year is it? 1972?

Who is listening to the woman?

How long has this person been listening to the woman?

What is their purpose in listening to the woman?

What is the gender of the person listening?

What is a djellaba?

Who wears djellabas and in which countries are they worn?

Why did her parents abandon the woman after she was born?

How old is the woman now?

When did she wander in the field looking for cowslips? Recently or in the distant past?

What religious denomination was the orphanage?


You may be daunted by the number of facts and questions that emerge from the first few scenes or acts. Do not panic. The list will get shorter as you go through the play (unless your play operates outsides a linear time pattern). If your play is not written in linear order, it can help to cut and paste the scenes together in linear order before embarking on this exercise.

At the end of this process you have two long lists: one of facts and one of questions. Read each of the lists back to yourself and consider how your picture of the play has altered as a result. The list of facts will make you feel secure and confident about the certainties preceding the action of the play. It will give you a picture of the world in which the action of the play occurs. The questions will make  you concerned about the amount of work you have to do to answer them all. Instead of worrying about this, try to see the questions as a means of deepening your understanding of the material and anticipating the concerns the actors will have about their characters or the world of the play. If something in the text causes you to ask a question, you can be sure that an actor will ask the same question in rehearsals. See this process, therefore, as one that enables you to think about a possible answer before the actor poses the question, or as a way of saving time in rehearsals.

By the end of your preparation, you will have answered all the questions on this master back history list. The different tasks you encounter throughout the next few chapters will help you to answer these questions.

Summary

Make two lists – one of facts and one of questions – about everything that exists or happens before the action of the play begins. These are the ‘back history’ lists. Do not list any information about what happens in between scenes or acts or during the action of the play.

Read the lists back to yourself and see how your picture of the play has altered. Do not worry about the length of the list of questions. See it as a way of usefully anticipating questions that will arise in the rehearsal room and deepening your understanding of the material.


 Research


Research helps you know the play better, clarifies the world you will be building and makes you feel more secure as a director. It is a lengthy process but really worth doing. It will root your understanding of the text in a strong sense of the historical period in which the play is set – be that nineteenth-century Russia or twenty-first-century London. You will feel more comfortable about many tiny details in the script that were opaque when you first came across them. Good research will help you to answer a substantial proportion of the questions in your back history list. Remember, however, that you are not doing research to present a historical reconstruction of a period (like those stale period room displays in museums, with plastic dummies representing people). Rather, you are collecting information that will help the actors to say and do everything they have to say and do in the action of the play.

First, read through all the questions on your master back history list and highlight all the questions that need researching. Here is an example of the type of questions you should be highlighting: 

What year is it?

Where is Sorin’s estate in Russia? (Is it based on a real place that the writer knew?)

What was the normal size of an estate at the time in Russia ?

How much is 23 roubles worth in pounds today?

What was a teacher’s pension at the time?

What would an estate manager earn at the time?

What was a teacher’s life like in the Russian countryside at the time?

How common was snuff taking at the time, for women and men? (How would you take it? What effect would it have on you? What size and type of tin would it be stored in?)


Now undertake the research necessary to answer each question. That way you will only research what is essential for a proper understanding of the play. If you do have a tendency to lose yourself in research, catch yourself at the moment when you are about to take a diversion and remind yourself to answer the question in front of you. Ideally, use libraries or books to answer all your questions. If you use the Internet make sure you check any facts from reliable printed sources. Always use at least two sources and make sure one is not copied from the other.

Here are some examples of answers to a few of the research questions.

What year is it? Chekhov wrote the play in 1895 and the action covers two years. Given the fact that he did not stipulate the action takes place in the future, the simplest reading is that Acts One, Two and Three take place in summer 1893 and Act Four takes place in autumn 1895.

Where is Sorin’s estate in Russia? In July 1895 Chekhov travelled to see his friend, the painter Levitan, who was staying on his mistress’s remote estate, called Gorki. This estate was on the shores of a lake 50 miles from Bologoe and halfway between Moscow and St Petersburg. This seems to have been the setting that Chekhov decided on for The Seagull. Bologoe is about 200 miles from Moscow.

How much is 23 roubles worth in pounds today? In the 1890s 1 rouble was worth 3 shillings and 2 pence in the UK at the time and was worth approximately £11.01 in 2002. This means that Medvedenko would be earning £253.23 a month, Arkadina has about £770,000 in the bank and Dorn spends £22,000 on the Italian holiday he takes in between Acts Three and Four.


At the end of this process you will have quite a few dates when specific historical events occurred. Put these events in chronological order. This will be useful later when you are working on your characters’ biographies. It will allow you to see the relationship between historical events and the events in a character’s life. Here is an example of some of the historical event facts for The Seagull. 

1812: Defeat of Napoleon’s army

1820–1880: Golden Age of Literature in Russia

1840: Zola born

1850: Maupassant born

1852: First performance of La Dame aux Camélias

1859: Eleonora Duse born

1861: Emancipation of the serfs

1865–1869: Tolstoy wrote War and Peace

1875–1877: Tolstoy wrote Anna Karenina

1879: Electric light was introduced into theatres, replacing gaslight and candles

1880s: Beginning of collapse of estates of landed gentry

1881: Assassination of reforming Tsar, Alexander II, and succession of autocratic Alexander III

1888: Tolstoy celebrated his 60th birthday

1889: Eiffel Tower finished

1890s: French company developed a monopoly on sulphur production and sales Switzerland world leader in watch production Rise of the Decadent School

1892: Maupassant attempted suicide

1893: Maupassant died

1894: Succession of Tsar Nicholas II, aged 26


Take a note of the research tasks that you think are particularly useful for certain actors to do and books that might be helpful to read. In The Seagull, the actor playing Masha can research snuff, the actor playing Konstantin can research Maupassant’s response to the Eiffel Tower, and the actors playing Arkadina and Nina can read the book Women in Russian Theatre: The Actress in the Silver Age by Catherine Schuler, which describes how women worked in the theatre at the time. If you have a short rehearsal period, select one key piece of research for each character to ask the actors to do.

You will also come across photographs, paintings and sometimes references to films. Collect all this material to show to the actors. Still or moving images can be a very efficient way of communicating a sense of place, period or atmosphere. Many actors think visually and may respond more to images than words. This is also material which can help fuel the process of working with a designer.

Even if you are doing a new play, you will find that there are research tasks to do. In 2000, I directed Martin Crimp’s play The Country, which was set in the same year. One of the characters was a doctor who regularly took heroin. Research  questions that emerged included things like ‘What is heroin made of?’, ‘What effect does it have on you?’ and ‘How would a doctor get hold of it without anyone noticing?’ There were also references to the Roman ruins in the area where the characters were living. This gave rise to questions such as ‘When did the Romans occupy northern England?’ and ‘Why did they build straight roads?’ All these questions needed thorough research.

Even if you intend to change the setting of a play from the time the writer intended to another period, it is important to conduct research into the period the writer had in mind when writing the play. The research you undertake into that period will help you know what the pitfalls or problems are in making the transition from one era to another. Then you will have to do new research into the period you are going to set the play in. When I directed Women of Troy, written in the fifth century BC, I set the action in a contemporary warehouse. Before making this decision, however, I undertook detailed historical research into three specific time periods. This meant reading about the actual historical events in Troy, descriptions of the same events in Homer’s book The Iliad and, finally, information about Euripides’ own period. Supported by this research, I was able to navigate the actors through the sections of the text where there was the greatest tension between a historical truth and the modern setting – and we drew from all three historical periods to create a coherent imaginary world.

If possible, make field trips to places where the action is set. These trips offer a sensory experience of the world of the play that you cannot get from reading books or surfing the net. In 1993 I went on a field trip to Norway with the designer Vicki Mortimer in preparation for directing Ibsen’s play, Ghosts. We visited Oslo, Bergen and Skien, where Ibsen was born. We took photographs, collected flowers and leaves, and even made recordings of bird song. The impressions we had of light, colour and the weather informed how the show was lit, designed and directed. It also provided useful visual material to share with the actors so that they could imagine where the characters lived.

At the end of these tasks you will have answered many of the questions on your back history list. Now you will be ready to answer the remaining questions about place but, before moving on, you need to work out how to answer difficult questions about the play.

Summary

Write down all the questions from your master back history list which need researching.

Use libraries or books to answer the questions. Be cautious about using the Internet and double-check all information from that source. 

Put any historical dates you uncover into chronological order.

List research tasks which are useful for specific characters.

Collect all visual or film material you come across whilst doing the research.

If possible, make field trips to any of the places mentioned in the text that you can.


 Answering difficult questions about the text


When you answer research questions you will always be satisfied by a clear factual answer. However, the remaining questions on your back history list will not be so easy to answer, especially events in the characters’ past that the text does not give any precise information about. How, when and where, for example, did Trigorin and Arkadina meet? When and where did Nina and Konstantin fall in love? The text does not describe these events. In these cases you will have to rely on your impressions of the text to infer factual material about past events.

The process of inferring factual information from conversations containing no facts is what we do in life. Apparently banal human dialogue can contain a great deal of information if it is read correctly. Even if we are listening to two people in a cafe exchange a series of banalities about shopping or the weather, gradually information about their past crystallises in our mind. We might realise that they have been friends for several years or that they have only just met.

Use your impression of the text to answer the outstanding questions on your back history list. These questions need to be answered so that the actors have clear pictures of what happened in the past from which to build their character and relationships. A relationship in real life is a result of several events shared between two people over a period of time. Actors need to build the relationships between characters in a play in a similar way, by inventing shared pictures of past events that determine the relationship they have in the play.

An ‘impression’ is the term I use to refer to information that I derive from a reading of a line or a section of a play that contains no obvious facts. You might use these ‘impressions’ to piece together information about the characters and the world they inhabit. Reading the text carefully for the simplest or clearest impression of what the writer intends is an important skill to develop as a director. When you first try this it can be like looking through thick fog for a landmark. Your eyes can mislead you and you can see landmarks where there are none or discover that they were right in front of you all along. Try to take your time with this task and do not rush to solve things. Keep reading the relevant bits of the text until the fog clears and the possible meaning or meanings are revealed. Crucially, you should look for the simplest or most logical reading of the text rather than the most  complex. This is because the simplest or most logical meaning is often what the writer intended and therefore the one the audience are most likely to hear when the line is spoken. For instance, there is no point deciding that Nina knows what Trigorin looks like and finds him attractive before the action begins, because in Act One she asks Konstantin ‘Is he young?’ and the simplest thing the line will make the audience hear is that she does not know what age Trigorin is or what he looks like.

Summary

Practise reading the text to infer factual information that is not directly stated by the writer.


 Place


Place, like time, affects how we behave. There is a difference between having a conversation when we are standing in an open field and having a conversation standing in a stuffy office in a tower block. Building a complete picture of the place or places in which the action of the play occurs helps the actor enter and believe in the world in which their character exists. Organising your own pictures of place before rehearsals will make you feel as if you are constructing an environment that is solid and real, and will therefore prepare you to help the actors fully imagine the world of the play. This will give you confidence in handling the offstage world during rehearsals and help you to overcome any problems you may have when blocking the scene. ‘Blocking’ is the term used to describe how you make the action clear for the audience. I write more about this in Chapter 11.

When we talk about place we often use the phrase ‘the fourth wall’. If you were to do a traditional design of a room in a proscenium theatre there would be three walls visible to the audience. The phrase ‘fourth wall’ refers to the imaginary wall that makes up the rest of the room but is not physically present. The phrase implies that the actor only needs to imagine what is on or beyond the plane that separates the action from the audience. The actor needs to imagine what is surrounding them on all sides. If the actor were to stand in the middle of the stage and turn 360 degrees, they should be able to tell you what their character can see all around them, like a view through a window, where a particular door leads or what that the attic is like above them. If the actor were to do this in Act One of The Seagull, their character would see the lake, the farm buildings, the house and the park (including the croquet lawn) and the sky above. The audience will see only a fragment of these views manifest in the design. Perhaps they will see a bit of the lake, the side of the house and a slice of the park. The only way they can see all the other things is through the actors. If a character behaves as if the things were  actually there, it will allow the audience’s imagination to see those places too.

Sometimes when you are watching a production you may suspect that the actors only have a partial picture of the place in which the scene is taking place. Characters enter a room and you can see they have a picture of where they have come from by the way they hold their bodies or dust down their trousers or rub their hands. But then they will look out of the window in the room and they will seem to have no picture of what they are looking at. These gaps in their picture of the immediate surroundings take the actors out of the imaginary world of the play for a few seconds, or even minutes. They may then betray themselves, and the production, by filling in the gaps with artificial or self-conscious actions or gestures.

Prepare the geography of the production by putting all the facts about place from your back history list onto a separate sheet of paper. In The Seagull these include the following.

It is Russia.

There is an estate, which belongs to Sorin.

There is a house; there is a dining room.

There is a park.

There is a broad avenue of trees leading to the park.

There is a lake.

There is some shrubbery.

Medvedenko lives three miles away from the estate.

There are five derelict estates around the lake.

There is Paris.

There is Odessa.

There is Kiev. There is Moscow.


Having completed your research, this list will now include new facts such as the average size of an estate in Russia at the time. Next, transfer the remaining questions about place onto another list. The ‘place’ questions in The Seagull include things such as the following.

How large is the estate?

What type of trees line the avenue?

What is the size of the lake?

What type of shrubbery is it?

Where do Medvedenko and his family live? 

Where does Medvedenko teach?

How far is the town from the estate?

Why are the five estates around the lake derelict?

Where is Odessa?

Where did Konstantin go to university?


Next, answer all the questions by undertaking further research or by reading the text for the simplest impression the words give you. At the end of this process, you will have one long list of facts about place. It will combine old facts with new.

The estate is about 24 square acres.

Lime trees line the avenue.

The lake is ten miles long and one mile wide.

The shrubbery is pampas grass.

Medvedenko and his family live three miles away in a village where Medvedenko also teaches.

The town is five miles from the estate.

The five other estates around the lake are derelict because of bankruptcy due to economic problems experienced by the landed gentry from the 1880s onwards.

Odessa is 200 miles to the south.

Konstantin went to university in Moscow.


You will see that there are ever increasing circles of place, like the ripples made by a pebble thrown into a pool. In The Seagull the circles of place are as follows.

The house itself.

The immediate surroundings of the house and the estate, including the lake.

The county, including the town, the railway station, and Medvedenko’s school and home.

The Russian Empire, including the places mentioned in the play such as Kharkov, Moscow, St Petersburg and Poltava.

The world outside Russia, which includes countries such as Italy and France, which are referred to in the play.


Every play you read will have a series of circles of place like this.

Draw a series of rough maps of each of these circles of place. These maps should be drawn without the audience in mind – as if they were plans of real places that existed in real time. For example, draw the ground plan of Sorin’s house by combining facts in the text with research into estate houses of the time. Or draw a map of the estate that the house is on. Or find a modern-day map of Russia and  mark on it all the places mentioned in the text. Then find pictures of these places. If the places referred to are imaginary, then find images that could represent those places. For instance, with The Tempest, you might want to find some pictures of a real island that has all the geographic elements the text of the play describes. The maps and images of the nearest circles of place, like the house or estate in The Seagull, will provide the basis for the design process. The maps of the wider circles of place, like the Russian Empire, will provide the actors with a picture of places they talk about in the action but which the audience do not see.

In life, when we mention a town or place we know, a picture appears in our mind.
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