Directing is great.

Sort of. It’s ridiculously hard work. It can be incredibly stressful. There are dozens of things that, while seeming like good ideas from the outside, can cripple a production before it’s even come within sniffing distance of your first audience. The problem is, most of the time you won’t recognise these little bastards until you’ve got at least one production under your belt. Of course, no-one wants to serve up a turd, so how are you going to make sure your first one is a glorious masterpiece to dazzle and amaze?

No idea. Sorry. Well, a few, maybe. Cast your eyes downwards, and you’ll find a few things (some dos, and a whole pile of don’ts) which I think are important for directing effectively. Hopefully, you’ll find them helpful, thereby allowing me to take all the credit when your show is taking Broadway by storm and the Weinstein brothers want to do lunch with you.
Best of luck.

Paul S.

Cast it properly.
The first moments of actual, physical direction. The decisions you make here will decide the shape and direction of your eventual production. Sometimes it’s easy, and you immediately see the right people for the right roles. You probably won’t, though. Probably, you’ll need to coax people a little to get the best out of them.
Far too often in auditions, the director simply accepts what is offered, says thank you, and sees the performer out so that discussion can commence. Sometimes this is fine. Most of the time, it’s a bad idea. You need to know how an actor responds to direction. Remember, you’ll be working with them for the next seven or eight weeks, so if they stubbornly refuse to try any different suggestions, much better to find out now.

So give them some direction. Don’t say “That didn’t work – do this.” Make it clear that you have seen something interesting which you want to expand on, and offer a different interpretation of the speech or scene. This doesn’t have to be your favourite way – all you want to see is how the actor responds. Can they take direction?
Also worth bearing in mind is the fact that many actors do not really blossom until given a couple of directorial hints, and many flourish with this sort of collaboration.
Don’t interpret too much.
This one’s a biggy, and one of the very first stumbling blocks for a new director (and even, occasionally, an old director). It’s perfectly understandable; you read a play / see a play, and are struck by inspiration. “You know,” one thinks, “I could do a version of this play set in the Russian Steppes!” Which may, of course, be a brilliant idea. On the other hand, it may be a cleverly perfumed stinker. So watch it. If this happens to you, take a very deep breath. Some truly horrible things have started off as brilliant ideas – communism, for example. Or vegetarianism.

The very best productions I have seen have not tried too hard to stamp directorial identity upon the play. They have performed the play, simply and cleanly. This works, and in my experience any interpretation that works will grow naturally in rehearsal. It is very easy to end up as the thrall of a brilliant interpretation, to the point where decisions are being made to benefit the interpretation at the expense of the text. This is the danger zone. If you need to exert this level of interpretation to get the juice out of the play, are you doing the right play in the first place? 
Now, I’m not saying “never do an interpretation”. That would be ridiculous, and occasionally it works like a dream. Greg Hicks’ Coriolanus as a Kurosawa samurai story was breathtaking, but crucially, it was breathtaking because the interpretation served the play. It added, and it never detracted.

When you pick a play, make sure you’re picking the play because you love it, because you long to get it up on stage and make it glow. Don’t fall in love with an interpretation - fall in love with the play.

Do it clean, and do it fast.
Theatre is slow. Not always, but far too often, theatre drags. I’m as responsible as anyone else, as survivors of my second year production of Julius Caesar will testify. This is criminal, and it’s one of the prime reasons people don’t bother going to the theatre. It’s slow. It’s boring.

Of course, it doesn’t have to be, and there are ways to avoid this. The most important thing is cleanliness. Simplicity of action. If you overcomplicate the performance, whether with set, props, sound or simply too much fuss onstage, the thrust of the play will end up struggling to breathe. Ask a certain amount of your audience, or you’re just wasting everyone’s time, but don’t ask them to sift through dozens of layers to get to the meat of the action.

Keep a few basic rules in mind (remembering of course that no rule is inviolate - break them with abandon, but be sure you know what you’re doing).

Too much “business” clutters the action and distracts the audience.

Too many props are ungainly, too many staged scene changes kill momentum. Have a stage that works for as many scenes as possible, with as little fuss as is manageable.
Too many lighting changes make the audience restless.

Speed is vital. This is the Golden Rule.
Don’t be afraid of the text.
Cut! Cut! Cut responsibly, but CUT! I cannot think of a play that wouldn't benefit from a few gentlemanly cuts, and most classical plays need vigorous, full-hearted butchery to make them work on the stage. Inevitably, this will lead to some difficult decisions, and the only advice I can give here is to decide where you want the emphasis of the play to fall, and then cut with that in mind. Don’t necessarily just hack away at the longer speeches, or the part with the most lines – a friend of mine was very impressed with a production of Othello that cut away all the action not directly involving the title character, leaving a great deal of weight and an extremely tight focus on Othello himself. Unorthodox perhaps, but apparently an excellent show. 
Respecting the text is good and healthy - revering it is dangerous. 


Don’t overplan.
Plan a little, yes. Have ideas. But it is crucial to not get attached to the first ideas you have, not to overdevelop them to the point where you are reliant upon them. Always be prepared to cast them aside and let in the fresh impulse. The immediate idea, the instinctive one, has a thrilling perfection, and, in my experience, is the most common starting place for something brilliant.
Be decisive.
So you’re directing. You’re sitting in your special directing chair, glasses pushed back, hand on chin, looking artistic. Then suddenly, one of the actors wants direction. You think for a moment, and realise you have no idea. Bummer.

Firstly, don’t panic. This is going to happen, so get used to it. Secondly, learn to relish it. Certainty is boring, and it’ll deaden the play. Instead, take the opportunity to ask questions – of yourself, of the actors. It is crucial, however, not to wobble vaguely around the actor’s problem. Make a decision, then and there, and go with it. It may be completely wrong. It may be astoundingly right. Either way, you’ll learn something, and some of the very best rehearsal moments never end up in the final production. The important thing is to deepen understanding. So it doesn’t work – chances are, you’ll see why it doesn’t and have a better idea of what will.
Don’t waver. Don’t be wishy washy. The cast need to have faith in your ability to make a decision, and build upon it. Don’t let them down.

