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Introduction

Directing a play involves taking words off a page and bringing them to a place where they exist physically in time and space, where others can see, hear and feel them.

Actors are fortunate. In their working lives they will encounter any number of directors and their individual ways of working, whereas we theatre directors rarely have that opportunity. Often the tools and techniques of our trade are learned haphazardly through reading, workshops and early forays into acting.

For me, above all, making theatre feeds a desire to express what it means to be fully human. In life so often we repress or hide our emotions, our needs, our aspirations. But when we watch theatre, film or television drama we satisfy a hunger for experience. As spectators we can identify what matters to us. We can explore possible experience. We can learn about extremes of human behaviour, we can see enacted the kinds of open, frank, frightening conversations which may be infrequent in our daily lives. At best we come to feel and care about characters. When we care about what happens to them, to hope for their success or survival, we make an emotional connection. As we watch a play, it might be said that the actors are expressing emotions for us, feelings we might find too intense in real life. And I do not hesitate to include comedy in this realm. Comedy might lighten our hearts, but its roots are deeply serious.

Our sense of mortality is always present somewhere in our minds, but when we create I believe we become most fully alive.

How do we get to this point of a piece of art existing off the page? Of connecting actors and the audience with each other and with the essence of the play?

A bit about me

Before the age of 10 I was making theatre. I had become obsessed with creating stories, gathering neighbourhood kids together to ‘make a show’ which we would then perform for any audience we could find. Given that television was new then, it is unlikely that I would have seen theatre of any kind, although I do remember at the age of 5 attending a recital at the local dance school. From that moment I was smitten with the idea of performance. Which led to my intense passion for acting, followed years later by an involvement in all areas of theatre and finally into directing.

I was a drama major from 1958 to 1963 at Antioch College, a liberal arts university in America’s Midwest with a small theatre department. This meant that we few students had plenty of opportunities to make theatre and take on creative roles. Part of my studies was a course in Basic Directing and I subsequently went on to direct a few student productions, but at that time woman theatre directors were so rare that it would never have occurred to me as a possible career. All our drama professors were men; each summer we had professional directors visiting from New York City and they too were men. There were simply no role models which would inspire women to become directors.

As my driving passion since childhood was to one day become an actor, a lack of opportunities for women in directing was not a problem. And I pursued acting by persistently auditioning for roles in college productions. However, to my dismay, I was rarely cast in the sought-after summer season which included professional actors. The disappointment was huge. My hunger for a life in the theatre meant a longing to be in a rehearsal room, as close as possible to the process. But it soon became apparent that the only areas open to me were in costumes, lighting or stage management.

Stage management did not feel particularly creative but it had its attractions. I would be at the director’s side, taking down blocking, running the rehearsal room and being closely involved with every area of production. This was my route into the process, and I hungrily took the option. I eventually saw there was a danger in becoming too valuable as a stage manager and I was not keen to be stuck in that role. Little did I know that one day when I began directing, those years working in stage management would serve as a virtual apprenticeship.

After university and an internship at Washington DC’s Arena Stage, I returned to my pursuit of acting, attending classes at the HB (Herbert Berghof) Studios in New York. Those classes with several truly inspiring teachers, including Bill Hickey and Aaron Frankel, introduced me to the basic tenets of acting and were to be invaluable in the future. To this day I use many exercises first encountered there.

Fruitless attempts to find acting work in the cattle call auditions of New York were followed by a year studying classical acting in the UK at the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art (LAMDA). During that year of study I gradually and painfully came to realize that acting was not right for me. I loved theatre, I wanted to be a part of it, but no longer as a performer.

I was fortunate to discover that my previous forays into directing at university meant I could offer my services as assistant director to alternative theatre companies which were springing up in New York and London. These companies were often unfunded and therefore open and welcoming to young, dedicated, idealistic theatre makers. Ellen Stewart’s La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club became an umbrella for many such companies and I was able to join La MaMa Plexus in New York as an assistant director.

In 1968 I came to live in the UK during a period now referred to as the second wave of feminism, when the phrase ‘women’s libbers’ was born. Women’s groups and women’s theatre companies were springing up and although I never joined a particular group, I was aware of this exciting activity full of passion and adventurous intent. Looking back, feminism may not have been foremost in my conscious mind as I was pursing a singular passion – to have a creative life in the theatre. At that time Wherehouse La MaMa, an offshoot of the New York La MaMa, was starting up and I joined them as a directing assistant.

Within a year a small breakaway company, Freehold, evolved and I became their director. Our great fringe success at the 1969 Edinburgh Festival with a version of Sophocles’ Antigone devised by the company and Peter Hulton, was quickly followed by a dazzling sequence of events. We were invited by the Akademie der Kunste to open their theatre festival in Berlin and later that year the British Council presented us at BITEF (Belgrade International Theatre Festival) and the Venice Biennale. This whirlwind response led to us becoming one of the first fringe theatre groups to receive Arts Council funding, so finally we could pay a weekly wage.

The Freehold company survived barely four years (1968–73), partly because I had married and taken time out to have a baby. This meant having to bring in visiting directors for several productions, always difficult when a company has a strong history and work ethic. Also, our Arts Council funding required lengthy tours which were simply not compatible with having a small child.

In the following years my work has taken me into many spheres: new writing, directing feature films, and working in ballet as a director and a dramaturg. For twenty-two years I led an Arts Council touring company, Shared Experience Theatre. And I have directed many Shakespeare productions for the Royal Shakespeare Company and Shakespeare’s Globe.

A woman in theatre

Women’s lives and women’s issues may not have been a conscious commitment and yet, in every working opportunity, I was drawn to women playwrights and intuitively chose women’s stories. My work for Freehold began by exploring a women’s theme: a study for the witches in Macbeth. Later projects were the deconstructed version of Sophocles’ Antigone and Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi. Add to this our production of The Successful Life of Three by Maria Irene Fornes, an American playwright, and my inclination was evident.

When asked whether being a woman has ever held me back as a theatre director, I can cite many instances when being a woman and a mother of two has meant turning down work away from home, which might otherwise have led to a smooth path up the proverbial career ladder. And I can cite numerous occasions of being ignored or rejected when there was most likely an unconscious bias against women. But when I spent over twenty years as the artistic director of Shared Experience Theatre, we made a consistent effort to employ women in every sphere. In the late 1990s Polly Teale became my directing associate and eventually my co-artistic director. Together we sought the talents of women designers, writers, movement directors, production managers, senior staff and board members. As a general rule I find women are particularly open to collaboration and this was a deeply collaborative environment. We certainly did not exclude men. One crucial member of our creative team was composer Peter Salem, who created inspiring and wide-ranging scores for so many of our productions including War and Peace, co-produced with the National Theatre in 1996.

Diversity

As I write this book, we in the theatre are experiencing an important sea change in our commitment to addressing diversity in all areas of production. The Black Lives Matter movement, begun circa 2014, has led to heightened awareness of diversity shortcomings in our profession. When I began as artistic director of Shared Experience Theatre in 1989, my intention was to open doors whenever possible to actors, writers, assistants and technical people of colour. Thereafter we made efforts to continue in this vein; certainly our expressionistic productions encouraged us towards more open casting. Subsequently in my freelance career I have worked with casting directors committed to opening the field as widely as possible.

It hugely bothers me that the pool of people from diverse backgrounds trained in backstage and technical skills is so limited. There are efforts made now by the National Theatre and producers to introduce people at a very young age to those skills and opportunities, and sixth form colleges have begun offering training in technical skills. Hopefully this will open the way to many who would never have considered a behind-the-scenes life in the arts.

Physical theatre

People reading this book might expect me to deal with the many years I have spent working in physical theatre. Shared Experience Theatre was certainly devoted to that realm and we created extra-long rehearsal periods so that we could train actors physically and prepare them for rehearsals requiring physical exploration and physical expression. In fact our working credo was a commitment to expressionism: work that explores the hidden feelings, thoughts, dreams and aspirations of its characters through physical expression. To give an example: when Anna in Anna Karenina became addicted to morphine, we created a movement sequence to express the immediate physical effect each time she sipped the drug. Such movement sequences underpinned by a sound score were virtually bordering on dance, but in this case performed by an actor. These moments were a creative collaboration between the actor, the director and our movement director, the remarkable Liz Ranken. Liz is a theatre artist working in dance and theatre with performers of diverse abilities. She was able to craft a sequence with an actor through improvisation, using their first nonverbal instincts as her starting point. Because movement work in our company was initiated from actor impulses, it had an immediacy and an honesty which was engaging and often deeply moving.

In the late 1980s when I met director and teacher Mladen Materic at the Edinburgh Festival, I discovered his extensive method of physical exercises which provided a clear and precise way for introducing physical exploration to a rehearsal room. We invited him to Shared Experience for workshops, where I learned a new and exciting vocabulary.

In sharing my process I plan to touch only briefly on this physical work. Physical exercises need to be experienced or at least observed; describing them tends to be unsatisfactory and indeed can be easily misunderstood. I have decided to limit this book to a process which can be communicated through the written word. Most importantly, I want to emphasize that these written exercises are the keystones I would use in every rehearsal room, whether the work is traditional or ‘physical’. In fact, I have often brought them into use when working with dancers on their acting in narrative ballet.

Why this book?

My generation of theatre directors, emerging in the 1960s and 1970s rarely had any formal training and often came to directing through their time at university. As a result there were probably as many ways to direct plays as there were directors.

Nowadays there are courses and books on directing. In my experience, reading about exercises and then trying them out is only occasionally successful. But when it is, those few exercises can become a solid and invaluable base for the work. Inevitably these exercises morph into something else as you discover how they work and how they work for you.

In this book I am offering up some of the tools I use when bringing a play to life. Many of these are my own invention, discovered through trial and error. For example, I have never studied improvisation, but gradually have developed a technique for using it in the rehearsal room. I came to believe that starting rehearsals by sharing basic starting points and vocabulary with the company lays down a common understanding of priorities and prepares the ground for true ensemble playing.

Finally, as I believe that we learn best by doing, rather than by watching or having things explained to us, it is my hope that some of these tools will come across as suggestions, which can spark off ideas. You might try them out, or better yet, they might encourage you to invent your own. However you use them, I hope you find what follows stimulating and even useful.



1

Preparation

With any play I am asked to direct I am looking for a gut response, a feeling that it touches me in some way. That there is something in the play that I can engage with passionately, an essence which I have a real desire to share with an audience. This is not always obvious, and I might have to dig to find that special connection.

Film director Jim Sheridan, who had directed Daniel Day Lewis so brilliantly in My Left Foot, was advising me. It was 1993 and I was about to direct my first feature film Sister My Sister (based on Wendy Kesselman’s fine stage play My Sister in This House which I had directed for Monstrous Regiment). Sheridan and I sat in a Vietnamese restaurant off Shaftesbury Avenue as he posed a question: ‘Can you say what the film is about in one sentence?’ I was startled by this challenge coming from a film director. It was a really valuable exercise easily applied to theatre, and is one I always revisit. I have learned that if I cannot find that one sentence, then there is a problem, either with me or with the script.

My search to find the one sentence that tells us what the play is about is closely aligned with my passion for telling the story with clarity. Once we know what it is about, can the story take us on a journey? How clear is the story telling? Does every moment in the play, every physical detail of set and lighting, every sound contribute to that journey? For me it is not enough for a theatre piece to be beautiful or entertaining, it also has to ‘move’ us, open up our thinking, give us new or true experience.

The protagonist

Protagonist from the Greek:



protos: first in importance

agonistes: actor



I believe that drama requires a protagonist, a main character with strong needs which are difficult to satisfy or achieve. We engage with the story when we recognize this character’s desires, and we are concerned because the outcome is unpredictable. How will they fare? Will they succeed or fail? Will they surmount difficulties on the way to their goal or will they be destroyed by the attempt? Once the protagonist has been identified it should be possible to describe the story in one sentence.

A proviso: In rare instances the protagonist can be several characters, as in Chekhov’s The Three Sisters, where we follow three journeys in time simultaneously.

To sum up: It is essential to develop a sentence that includes a protagonist with a huge need, faced with challenging obstacles and a questionable outcome. Ideally the solution to this one-sentence challenge goes beyond coming up with a one-word theme. Longish sentences are allowed!

Examples

Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare

Two young lovers from warring families pursue love in danger to their lives.

or

Two families at war with each other are blinded by their need to dominate and end up destroying those dearest to them.



Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller

Willy Loman, an older man who has pursued the American Dream of recognition and success in the world, comes to see his life as a failure and is grasping for respect and self-belief as he loses his grip on reality.



Top Girls by Caryl Churchill

Women determined to have an adventurous, totally fulfilled life struggle to survive in a world which traditionally restricts them in every way.



A Midsummer Night’s Dream by William Shakespeare

(This example relates to my Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) production of 2011. Given that the play has three sets of characters and three interweaving storylines, the sentence is unsurprisingly complex.)

Characters locked into a struggle for dominance and freedom go to sleep and enter a dream world in which their fears and sexual desires are unleashed, resulting in huge confusion, and a final restoration to love and forgiveness.

The impossible sentence

When I cannot form the essential single sentence which says what the play is about, I know there is a problem. A few years back I was working on Martin Sherman’s play Onassis about a world-famous powerful figure, but found I could not craft the single sentence that told his story. As it was proving so difficult, it became apparent that exceptional and event-filled life stories do not necessarily suggest a dramatic through line. And it explains why so many films we call biopics fail for the same reason. They are always somewhat interesting, but they lack a driving force. Onassis was a challenge for me to find the central need or quest from the myriad of biographical detail and events in this provocative play. A starting point: a ruthless, wealthy and powerful man does not believe the rules of society apply to him, but when his son is murdered the gods work their revenge.

Working with writers

Working on new material with a writer can be a thrilling experience. Reading a play, having a positive gut response to it, then finding a theatre that wants to produce it – what an opportunity. Whereas every director will find their own way of working with a writer, here are a few guidelines which I have evolved over time.

New play – new writer

Try to establish early on what the play is about. Can the writer put it into one sentence or come up with a major theme? What does the play want to say? Does it aspire to achieve something vis-à-vis an audience?

This question can be puzzling for any writer, or they might feel resistant to the idea of reducing their play to something so basic. As the writer/director relationship is particularly sensitive, I try to talk this through without being too opinionated or forceful. After all, I too need to know the answer to this question. And if the play is trying to deal with several themes, it may be difficult to find a through line of action.

Feeling each other out: Dennis Potter

I had an unusual working experience when meeting the writer Dennis Potter to discuss his play Sufficient Carbohydrate. This was 1983 and Potter was now a celebrated writer, having created several extremely popular pieces for television, notably Pennies from Heaven and Blue Remembered Hills. Sufficient Carbohydrate was the only play he had written specifically for the stage and I was engaged by Hampstead Theatre to direct it. Presciently, Potter’s play dealt with the harm we were doing to our food supply due to the demands of big business.

We met for the first time at his agent’s office. Potter was combative, contradicting almost everything I had to offer, criticizing my questions as if they were foolish and unintelligent. This was alarming. After 20 minutes I took the bull by the horns and offered to step down as it was clear I was not the right person to direct his play. But Potter immediately rejected this, insisting ‘Oh no, we are just feeling each other out’. He wanted a truthful and no-holds-barred conversation. I was surprised, thrown, and somewhat delighted. Needless to say, this was not a typical first meeting with a writer. But it gave me a sense of Dennis Potter and gave me licence to be open and honest with him.

Potter was already very ill with severe arthritis and psoriasis and therefore unable to attend rehearsals beyond the first reading. A few weeks into rehearsal I rang him to share my concerns that one of the scenes felt increasingly like a soap opera. The actors were uncomfortable as they felt they were veering toward melodrama. Dennis then explained that in fact he was purposely using the soap opera form in order to make serious points precisely because he had something important to say. He had written this play as a warning, and he believed the commercial soap opera form would make the material more palatable to an audience. They would be more likely to listen, hear, and perhaps consider his message. I was full of admiration for Potter’s thinking and glad to share it with the actors, who were reassured.

Readings: Pros and cons

Let’s assume that you would not have been attracted to this play nor pursued a production unless you had felt engaged by its central core/drive. An essence that made you want to turn the page to see what would happen next. Perhaps the next step was to request a reading. Many theatres are keen for this, as it helps them decide whether or not to embark on a production.

It’s worth bearing in mind that the likelihood of accurate casting for the reading is rare and frankly that can be confusing. Before we have an audience we read the play aloud, perhaps with a few hours’ rehearsal. Others are then invited to listen as we read it through. Frankly, I am often none the wiser and I know some writers who would feel the same. In all probability I am distracted by so many unfamiliar faces and new personalities in the space. And, if the actors are not right for their roles, it is always a major distraction.

But it is also true that writers can get real knowledge and stimulus from a reading. Despite inaccurate casting, hearing their words spoken aloud for the first time is a valuable experience. Indeed an extended rehearsal, over several days, can lead to a promising reading which may give a producing theatre confidence to proceed with the project.

Working on the script before rehearsal

In the weeks before rehearsal of the actual production, I would ideally meet with the playwright several times. This can be part of the casting process. Having the writer in casting sessions can be a great entrée into the play as I learn so much from the writer’s preferences. As the writer joins auditions and then comments on why actors are right or wrong for the parts, I come closer to understanding the characters and the writer’s intentions.

In early meetings I would also flag up any areas which are confusing or need more development. Often when I question whether a scene or section is working, whether it takes the story forward, the writer will defend the scene adamantly. The writer might explain in depth what is happening, but if I cannot see it yet in the writing, I may question whether their intentions are coming through. Often, in fact, I find myself wondering if the writer is defending a scene they wish they had written. And I will then urge them to express their ideas more fully in the writing.

In the same vein, there are instances when a character is underwritten and needs more development on the page. The writer knows the characters so well that they can easily assume they have fully written the role. At these moments, the director is playing the part of the first audience – an audience that needs a way in, more clues or information.

Over the years, I have been supported by good advice about working on new writing from that fine theatre director Michael Rudman. When urging a writer in a new direction or towards solving a particular problem, Rudman suggests this: ‘Have a think about it.’ This approach keeps your relationship open. It means you are not locked in a battle that must be won in the moment by either party. And it gives the writer a chance to go away, absorb the challenge, think it through, and respond in a way that is truthful to their writing.

A warning

How tempting to be in a situation where all your suggestions are easily accepted by the writer and promptly put into practice.
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