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Foreword

January 1993

David Young has, for more than 15 years, been the Producing Director of the well-known American College Theatre Festival at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. In that capacity he has had the opportunity to visit almost 500 colleges nationally and internationally to see their theatre productions. David is himself a director and has acted and produced many plays and musicals. Because of that extensive experience and his work with community leaders, elementary and high school teachers, college theatre professors and students, David has a unique insight that few others in the theatre possess. He has now set forth his thoughts and ideas that he hopes will encourage those who wish to expand their horizons on how to stage and direct a musical.

David knows well the problems that can arise, and I think this work will be particularly valuable to anyone who sets out to do musical theatre. He explores the art and the craft of directing.

In my long association with David, I have always been most grateful for his energetic support and enthusiastic cooperation with all the ventures that have been undertaken annually at the Kennedy Center for the American College Theatre Festival.
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David Young and Luther Henderson, composer, music director, arranger of Broadway's Jelly's Last Jam.

Roger L. Stevens

Founding Chairman

The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts

Washington, D.C.




Preface

If you have always wanted to direct a musical, or if you are searching for a new outlook for doing so, here is a way! I have written this book for you—it's a fast, practical, hands-on, do-it-yourself text and guide. From planning to casting, rehearsing to presentation, it shares the thoughts behind creative decisions, to ease any tension or fear you might have about directing a musical.

The book can also provide a shortcut for those who want to expand their horizons about how to put together a musical.* The aim is not just to recreate what was done on Broadway, but to help you put music, book, lyrics, and choreography together in your own way, while helping singer/actors to use the same characterization as they dance, speak, and sing. The voice and body quality of performers—when going from singing to speaking and vice versa—should remain consistent. Exercises throughout this book provide the means for you to aid your cast in doing this.


* Advanced work is noted this way in the table of contents.


I have endeavored to make the process simple and not too cerebral.

Directing is problem-solving, planning, guiding, selecting, committing. If acting is doing, directing is bringing together, sharing, molding. The director's aim is helping the cast make contact with themselves, fellow performers, and the audience.

Included are parts of a diary that was kept while I directed the musical Fanny, by S. N. Berhman and Joshua Logan, music by Harold Rome, and a step-by-step guide to help you understand why decisions (even wrong ones) were made. I've spelled out specific problems in that production with the solutions found. Use the diary as a day-by-day trainer to enhance, stimulate, and broaden. The guide is a friend and mentor—a hands-on learning experience; the adventures I had, you will, too, as you direct your musical production.

Flow easily from the diary to the guide and vice versa as you would follow a road map. Note that the diary is in special type and marked with a sidebar for your convenience.

Sections that appear in a shaded block are provided as exercises. Please try them and put them to active use.

I suggest you read through the entire book, marking the exercises and noting the points that interest you. Then go back and work with each of these. Ideas will unfold as you progress through the book, and you will find some answers will come in the later parts of the book. Obviously, you cannot use all these ideas for any one production—they will change with the musical you choose and your own growth.

Be sure to look at: Appendix I on directing young people and teens by Dr. Xan S. Johnson, Appendix II on directing the disabled and challenged population by J Ranelli, and Appendix V by Dr. Roger Gross on including more of the ever-growing use of computers in musical theatre. They all have fine tips for every director.

When you've finished the book, watch for videotapes I'm developing to further bridge the gap between theory and practice.

Here is a note from a friend and colleague Barbara Evans to cheer you as you begin—


It was heartwarming to read about other people's problems, actors who can't remember lines or blocking, technical headaches, the flubs and frustrations, but also the commitment, the drive and the energy, which reminded me once again of common goals, problem-solving techniques, and limitations, which we theatre folk face while we work toward achieving our best performances.



So let us explore the craft (and the art) of directing.




Introduction

Let's start by asking: “Why work in theatre arts?” I work in the theatre because I love it. Art gives value and order to my life; theatre then gives form to those feelings.

And the reason the subtitle is “Broadway, Your Way” is that you don't have to do your production like the Broadway production, and indeed you can't. You might as well face that fact and use what you have and who you are—and what your actor/singers, musicians, and designers have to share. If you combine all these elements, you can direct a musical, for the first time, or the 50th time, and your opening night is bound to be as interesting and creative, in its own right, as the original.

A number in the Sound of Music in the Broadway production and on the original cast tape or CD is a certain way because that's the staging of the first director—adjusted to the singing of Mary Martin and the company—but it isn't carved in stone. It needs to be adapted for your singer/actors. Our production of Fanny had to be different from what I saw in the Broadway production—300 seats versus 1300 to start—and we wouldn't have stars like Ezio Pinza, Walter Slezak, Florence Henderson or a chorus of 35—I would try to devise a well-rounded ensemble performance with less attention to large Broadway type production numbers and bumps and grinds.

Musicals provide the primary means by which the rest of the world perceives theatre in the U.S. All over the world Americans are famous for what is known as “musical comedy.” (I prefer the term “musical theatre,” as it gives a truer name and value to what we do.)

Musical theatre is a synthesis of people and art forms that are interwoven and blended together. As you know, in theatre you have a playwright, director, actors, designers, and crew who work together. In a musical theatre production, you have those same people and, in addition, a music director, choreographer, chorus, and orchestra.

Each musical, each production, is different—yet they all have many of the same pit- (and prat-!) falls. You won't find all of them in each musical you direct. The checklist and the patterns overlap (seepage 7). If you are aware of the problems that may appear, you will be prepared to deal with them.

As we journey together, I will share my thoughts and passion about theatre; yet please bear in mind that there is always something more to do, learn, and explore. The real height of competition is not competing against someone else, but reaching within for the depths of your own capabilities. Failures are opportunities to learn and grow.

I'd like to share what the late Brooks Atkinson, critic emeritus of the New York Times, wrote many years ago that touched my heart:


Theater civilizes, encourages beauty and dreaming. Theater almost always begins with a vision and ends in a performance. It makes strangers in the audience into a community of believers. Isn't that why most of us are in the theater? Art brings people together in a common emotional experience, sometimes even an intellectual one. Without the arts we are not fully alive.



And now please absorb and use this definition of what a director does in each of your productions.


One of my oldest and wisest colleagues once said a director must be a traffic cop, tourist guide, choreographer, lion tamer, trial lawyer, magician, psychiatrist, babysitter, and con man. Not necessarily in alphabetical order. (Alan Schneider quote from a workshop I attended in the 1980's.)



Take this literally and you will see clearly that you do need to be a traffic cop when you are blocking a scene, a lion tamer when the going gets tough, and while the term “con man” might not be the polite word to use, I mean it in the sense of Harold Hill in Music Man, not in the sense of trickery. Directing is like climbing a mountain—sometimes it's rough, but when it is accomplished well, it's worth the extra effort.


[image: ]
David Young with a fellow teacher and a student.

Over the last 15 years, many have asked how to use the Stanislavski method in directing a musical. I use Stanislavski's methods for staging the songs as well as with the book and in the choreography. Examples follow.


Near the turn of the nineteenth century, the Russian actor and director Konstantin Stanislavski developed a thorough system of actor training. After Stanislavski's death, his protege, Yvegeny Vakhtangov, refined and completed the system. Stanislavski dedicated himself to the central problem of stimulating the actor's creativity. He emphasized the use of observation, imagination, intuition, affective memory (sensory and emotional recall), combined with intensive vocal and physical study.

—Dr. Jerry Crawford, Acting in Person and in Style




I always approach a musical from the center or spine, although the stylistic demands may seem different—find the inner life. With West Side Story a special problem existed with the original and continues to this day. Everyone tends to think of that musical as a success and believe that its success rides on the dancing. In fact, the success rides on how well the singers can create believable roles and make connections which are not on the surface of the script. Great acting and coaching are required to make that musical successful—just great dancing or singing will not get the job done.

—Gerald Freedman, director, whose credits include, among others, West Side Story and Robber Bridegroom on Broadway



As a start, determine what is central or at the heart of your production. You, as a director, need to discover the inside of the plot, just as actors and singers must discover what their characterizations are and what their characters think and feel underneath what they say and sing.

[Characterization: The endowment of a role with particular traits and behavioral patterns belonging specifically to the character the actor imagines, creating a past that belongs to the character.] Even the simplest musicals have a central core. Musicals, like Carousel and My Fair Lady, have classic themes at their roots.

Remember, there is nothing like a musical—it's magical!





1 Before Rehearsals Begin
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The Guide

Selection is central to a successful musical production. Choose the one for your group based on what talent you have. Ask yourself: 1) Can we cast it? 2) Can the group produce it? 3) Does it have audience and box office appeal? Fanny was selected because we said yes to most of those criteria.

Obviously, you won’t choose a musical with demanding dance sequences if you haven’t dancers. If you’re in an area in which virtually no one can do a British accent, you probably don’t want to do a British musical (unless you can find someone who can coach the cast). If you only have a group of six to eight people, don’t attempt a musical that calls for a large chorus.

There are any number of musicals to do. Here are sample musical categories. I’ve also listed the names of the major licensing agencies that own the rights to musicals—they will be happy to send you catalogues. Ask for a perusal copy—go over the libretto and music, and if possible, find the original cast tape or CD. There are stores in many large cities that specialize In selling out-of-print material. That way you can actually hear what the music sounded like. Review the score and play it over and over—to be sure that the music inspires you or touches your heart or funny bone.

Organize your rehearsal time early. You can over-rehearse some parts to the detriment of others. When I’ve staged all the musical numbers, I quite often rehearse Act II first to equalize the energy and time spent working on each.



Sample Musical Categories


	Book shows: City of Angels, Cabaret, Oklahoma!

	Dance shows: Cats, 42nd Street, Grand Hotel

	Ensemble shows: Godspell, Aspects of Love, You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown

	Revues: Side by Side by Sondheim, Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris, Lend an Ear

	Operettas: Desert Song, The Mikado, Rose Marie

	Cabaret theatre: Pump Boys and Dinettes, Song of Singapore, Forever Plaid

	A vehicle for a major star: Mame, Fiddler on the Roof, Annie Get Your Gun

	Musicals that are mostly music: Les Miserables, Phantom of the Opera, Miss Saigon







Licensing Agencies (partial listing)


	Samuel French, Inc., 45 West 25th Street, New York, NY 10010 (212)206–8990

	Music Theatre International, 545 Avenue of the Americas, Eighth Floor, New York, NY 10018, (212) 868–6668

	Rodgers and Hammerstein Library, 1633 Broadway, Suite 3801, New York, NY 10019, (212)541–6600

	Tams-Whitrrsark, Music Library, 560 Lexington Avenue, New York, NY 10022, (212)688–2525

	Dramatic Publishing Company, 311 Washington St, P.O. Box 109, Woodstock, IL 60098 (junior and high school market), (815) 338–7170





Remember, there are four main sections to any musical: 1) lead songs, 2) company songs, 3) dialogue and lyrics, and 4) dances. Be sure each gets enough rehearsal (if that’s ever possible).

A musical should move with more energy than a play—the opening number and first-act finale and second-act conclusion are the most important from the audience’s point of view. From the first rise of the curtain until it descends at the end of Act II—try never to let the action stop or the lights go to black. Certainly, when a blackout is necessary, music can come In so the audience doesn’t get restless.

One important thing to keep in mind is that a musical should never look like work on opening night.



The Diary



Director's Book

In doing my pre-planning work, I assembled my Director’s Book. It had both the libretto (also referred to as book), the score, and contained all recommendations for designers and crews, my blocking of each page of dialogue and musical number, in addition to notes to myself on the production’s look and style. Both acts were broken down into sections as to what would be worked on at each rehearsal.

For all of the musical numbers, I marked the places in my Director’s Book where every character was standing and had his/her exit. Having this overall plan makes it easier to fit songs and dances and book together seamlessly.

Here is a sample page of musical numbers in Fanny from my Director’s Book—and how my thinking on them started.





Solos


	“Never too Late”—Simple. Just Panisse showing off and the company enjoying him.

	“Welcome Home”—Twilight Cesar alone, soaking up the atmosphere of the French town.

	“To My Wife”—A serious change for Panisse; standing still; we’re seeing the progression from Act I to Act II.

	“Love Is a Very Light Thing”—Cesar, like Panisse, a different man in Act II, more mature.





Duo/Trios


	“I Like You”—Simple father/son with the attention on the two men; played in their bar, which is their home.

	“Fanny”—Romantic, sexy; in follow spots played downstage; the romantic number of the show.

	“I Have To Tell You”—Passionate duet done on the stairs; this treatment will make it dramatic yet true to life.

	“Fanny Reprise”—Trio; they are older, more serious, rather still.





Chorus


	“Restless Heart”—-Opening of the show. Marius and ensemble making use of the fact that Marius is 17; it’s all male so it can be quite physical with the men lifting him up, throwing him around. Young, athletic.

	“Why Be Afraid”—A big group number; leads and all interchanging; will be worked by choreographer.

	“Birthday Song”—Very simple, but beautiful song; chorus might sit on the edge of the stage and sing to the audience; chance to show off the ensemble with follow-spot on each face.





Twenty years ago, I started a career-long diary of interesting directing concepts and wonderful stagings that I have seen and enjoyed. I have it to refer to when Fm doing my own work, especially if Fm stuck for an idea. Borrow from the best. When you see work by someone like Tommy Tune, we may not have that kind of talent, but there’s nothing wrong with using one (or two) of his ideas or movements in our productions.


Plot of the Musical Fanny

To make it easier for you to follow the diary portions, Fanny is set in Marseilles in 1910, with Act II taking place 17 years later.

It is the tender story of a young French girl, Fanny, and her bittersweet affair with a restless young man, Marius. Fanny is the daughter of Honorine, a fishmonger, and Marius is the son of Cesar, the owner of a waterfront cafe.

Fanny has been in love with Marius for some time. Cesar expects Marius to take over the family business one day, but the boy wants to go to sea. An old codger, ’The Admiral,” influences Marius to sign on secretly with a ship’s crew. Marius confides his plans to Fanny, who, heartbroken, surrenders herself to him. He goes off to sea, unknowingly leaving her pregnant.

A wealthy sailmaker, Panisse (who is about the same age as Marius’s father) has recently become a widower. He offers to marry Fanny and adopt her child. Although Fanny does not love Panisse, she accepts his proposal rather than suffer the disgrace of bearing an illegitimate child.


[image: ]
Grease at the Florida School of the Arts, Palatka. Dr. David Humphrey, Dean. Directed by the author.

In Act II Fanny has had her son and Panisse is credited with being the father; they lead a normal and fairly happy married life. The son is named Cesario.

Just as all seems to be well, Marius returns to visit (unhappily, on Cesario’s sixteenth birthday). When Marius finds out the truth, he is overwhelmed and wants to claim his son.

The good sense of Fanny, Marius;s father, and Fanny’s mother prevails, and they convince him to return to the sea, after a love song, of course. In a bittersweet finale, Panisse dies, leaving everything to Fanny and Cesario.



Subplot

The musical has a subplot involving Cesar and Panisse’s old buddies Brun and Escartifique; this subordinate story provides comic relief similar to the ones in such operettas as The Merry Widow and The Desert Song.

Several months before I began casting, I went to see half a dozen musicals and made notes of interesting ideas I might use to expand my planning. For instance—bringing some of the musicians onstage for the songs, using tambourines, a maypole, kneeling for the songs using big pillows, using high stools or a ladder—all of these added to my original thoughts. I felt one or two of them might give our production a more diversified and interesting look and feeling. I actually used a maypole in one song as it fit my needs—and I thanked the director I borrowed it from. She said she had borrowed the idea from another director’s production of a different musical!

There is an old French movie of Fanny (in black and white), as well as the 1960’s Hollywood technicolor version starring Leslie Caron. I went to see both films on video and later took the cast and crew so they, too, had this information. It was fascinating for us all to see what the time period looked like. My feeling was that Marius and Fanny, the romantic leads, who are 17 the first time we meet them, must progress to mid-thirties in the second act. I’d have to cast carefully to find people in that mid-age level who could sing yet act both ages realistically.

The music director suggested I find a Fanny who could use a soprano voice for Act I and add her chest voice for Act II, and for the role of Marius we find a tenor with some baritone range (bari-tenor). This would help to make the aging sound natural.

As I mentioned, one of the first things I did was listen to the music—it gave tips and told what to do with the staging. What does the lyric say? How does each song advance the plot? If there were no music attached, what would the movements (blocking) be in naturalistic terms? Then, as I listened to the music again and again, it led my body to go where and when an actor/singer might move; where the actress/dancer should raise her arm; when the ensemble should put their hands on their hips; where they might kneel; when they would all move to the left or downstage. Does it seem comfortable? Can the cast sing and still do this? (I usually start with far too many movements. So I trim, trim.) Movement should be motivated by the emotions of the words and/or by the rhythm ot the song. Motivation is plausible behavior for a given character.

Try to add touches of reality to each number—for instance, in Fanny we used fishnets, a ladder, barrels, and a bed; staging one number over the bed, through the nets, up and down the ladder, and around the barrels was fun and logical.

Dream of using some of the wonderful “theatrical” effects that go with musicals: a follow spot, moonlight, stars blinking, or black light, which gives an ultraviolet quality to a number.

Envision what the number will look like at the opening. For instance, if the scene takes place in the evening (blue light), the movement may be softer than if in peppy, bright sunlight; if it’s in the corner of the set rather than across the entire stage, then it might have to have less movement—more with arms and torso, not as much with the feet.


■ Here is a:



Checklist of Important Points in Each Production


	Pre-plan everything.

	Ask for one extra week of rehearsals so you can use the exercises in this book. Three or five extra rehearsals over the rehearsal period can be lifesavers.

	Find a stage manager who is willing and able to unburden the director of detail work.

	Hire a choreographer and musical director who work cooperatively with the director for efficient, creative use of the rehearsal time, by having some of the cast work with the musical director while director works with the others and the choreographer works with the dancers.

	Be sure your original set and costume designs are thought out so that changes are fast and easy. Have as few pauses and blackouts as possible and if you do have them, be sure they are covered by music.

	Work out all light changes and use lights early enough (one week before tech week) so the last three or four rehearsals aren’t just tech.








Script Analysis

When I start my script analysis, I try to define (and write down) what my concept is, what the center or action of the musical is. And I try, as mentioned earlier, to discover the inside of the book and lyrics—the subtext— rather than just the surface. (See also page 50 on subtext for singer/dancer/ actors by Lee Strasberg.) Subtext is a term central to the Stanislavski system and method according to Dr. Larry Clark in Acting Is Believing, Holt Rinehart, Winston, 1986. It refers to the meaning underlying the dialogue and stage directions. Subtext may include imagined autobiographical material about a character, provided that it is clearly related to the text and not merely arbitrary. I like to find out what is going on behind the words and lyrics—what’s happening on a gut level. I find the heart of each character as I get to know the songs. And if a character is saying one thing yet meaning something else, then I must help the actor/singers to experience the motivation that is causing the emotions and the dialogue.

A good example of this is a story, supposedly about movie star Joan Crawford, who, as you know, worked in film musicals and dramas. She had a favorite scene, one in which she’s saying goodbye to her lover on the phone, telling him it’s okay and that he should go off with a younger woman. Of course, inside she’s crying and hysterical, yet though her heart is breaking, she is saying and doing the right thing. You see that even though she’s saying “Go away with her, it’s okay” (text), in her heart she’s hurting (subtext).

Explore each character’s feelings and share them with your company, and then help the cast to experience both, the inner and the outer of the character’s emotions, as they sing and speak.

In preparation for sharing with the Fanny cast, I tried to write down what I felt the author’s point of view was, in three to five sentences. I started with two full pages about this, but then zeroed in on five lines so as to be specific.

I analyzed the strengths and the weaknesses of our musical so as to counteract the weaknesses and support all the strengths.

The weaknesses of Fanny
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