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The PlaY makerS i:
The DirecTor anD The
choreograPher

BehinD The SceneS
if the actor is the most visible person to an audience during a theatre event, then 
the director is the least visible. not only do theatregoers not see this person, but 
also most of the audience is not even sure what directors do. Mention the term di-
rector and many think of the movie director sitting in his canvas chair and shouting, 
“Action!” But what do they actually do? An actor acts and can been seen and heard 
doing so onstage. The playwright’s words are also heard, and the designer’s work is 
seen. Yet when watching a play, what can one see or hear of the work done by the 
director? if you go to an orchestra concert, you can see the conductor conducting 
the symphony. At a sporting event, you can see the coach during the game, giving 
directions, shouting orders, and whispering strategies to the players. We see the 
conductor or the coach doing their job (or at least part of it), but a theatre director 
does not direct during a performance. if fact, the director might not even be present 
during the theatre event.

directors have unusual tools available to them. Actors, we have seen, use their 
voice and body, and playwrights put a written blueprint down on paper. in later 
chapters, we will see how designers create visual and aural designs using paper, 
wood, fabric, light, and other materials. A director has only one kind of tool: other 
people. A director does not have to act, write, or design, but he or she must work 
with and inspire actors, writers, and designers. The directing tools are artistic peo-
ple, and the talent for directing lies in getting a final, polished product on the stage 
using these artists.

We have seen earlier that theatre is a collaborative process and that it is nearly 
impossible for one person to create and perform a theatre event. Yet for a collab-
orative art form to look as if it has one unified vision rather than a collection of 
various art forms onstage, the collaboration must be supervised and channeled into 
one cohesive whole. This is the job of the director. in the next chapter, we will ex-
plore the job of the producer, the person behind the financial and business part of a 
 theatre production. Each job has specific areas to attend to, but, in the most general 
definition of their jobs, directors and producers bring all the elements of the theatre 
event together. The director concentrates on what happens on the stage, while the 
producer must also see that there is an audience and a theatre to perform in. There 
are areas of overlap, and sometimes both jobs are done by the same person, but the 
talents of a director are distinct enough from those of a producer that we will look 
at them separately. Yet one cannot ignore the fact that, in the theatre today, both 
directors and producers are the true play makers.

theatre.indb   93 2/6/19   10:19 AM



94 • C h A P T E r  5

The arT of DirecTing
The director’s job is to supervise all the creative elements of a theatre event. The art 
of directing, on the other hand, is less concrete. A director usually chooses the play, 
casts the actors, approves the designs, and rehearses the play. These are straight-
forward tasks that involve knowledge of the various aspects of theatre production 
and the ability to work with different people. Yet directing is so much more than just 
a supervisory job. The modern director must take the playwright’s blueprint and, 
using actors and designers, turn it into a conceptualized piece of art. it might be a 
highly personal vision of truth, or it may be a finely crafted product that reflects a 
particular style or period; often it is a combination of both. Some directors put a dis-
tinctive stamp on all their work, making the theatre event as unique to themselves 
as a painting is to a particular artist. other directors hide their personal character in 
the production, letting each theatre event have its own individuality. in either case, 
a director must have some kind of vision for a production. Some call this vision the 
production concept, the idea that drives the whole theatre event. Some concepts are 
bold, easy to recognize, or even controversial; other concepts are subtle, subliminal, 
or completely hidden. The important thing is that the director has a particular vision 
for the play and that all the performances and designs conform to that vision.

Consider the variety of concepts available to a director staging Macbeth today. 
Some directors might approach the piece historically. The costumes, props, and even 
the scenery might re-create what primitive, early Scotland was like. The fight scenes 
might be realistic, graphic, and bloody, and the poetic dialogue could be turned into 
a brutal form of expression that allows the actors to play the characters with blunt 
simplicity. Another director might use aspects of the original production of Macbeth 
in Shakespeare’s day. There would be no concern about the historical accuracy of 

whaT DoeS a DirecTor Do? Acclaimed director-choreographer Susan Stroman uses mir-
rors to help instruct the actors in rehearsal for the Broadway musical Big Fish (2013). Working with 
actors is only one aspect of stage directing. Sara Krulwich/New York Times/Redux
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the costumes, and the locale would only be suggested by a few platforms and scenic 
pieces. The actors might deliver the verse in a highly lyrical style, just as the fighting 
might be more stylized than realistic. Yet another director might set Macbeth in a 
totally different period, perhaps even in a modern setting, and let the themes of 
the play dictate the production, rather than the details of the plot, characters, and 
setting. in one production, the thane Macbeth can be a cruel, manipulating villain; in 
another, he might be a very haunted individual, the words of the witches forcing him 
in directions he may not want to go. in some productions Banquo’s ghost is never 
seen, and Macbeth’s peculiar behavior at the banquet is viewed as the other guests 
see him. Sometimes the witches are portrayed literally as ragged hags who crawl out 
of the mists. other times they are more symbolic, played by masked actors or even 
puppets. The different conceptional ideas for Macbeth are endless. one of the many 
reasons that Shakespeare’s works remain so popular on the contemporary stage is 
that directors are always finding fresh and exciting ways to interpret the plays.

A modern realistic play, such as A Raisin in the Sun, offers less possibilities for 
boldly different interpretations, but the director must still offer a vision of Lorraine 
hansberry’s drama. The decisions might be subtler, such as directing an actor to 
play Walter in a particular manner or with a distinct character objective. The set-
ting is a small Chicago apartment in the 1950s, but the director can interpret that 
realistically or not. For example, working with a designer, a director might make the 
decision to only suggest the apartment and surround the acting area with images or 
projections of the ghetto neighborhood that is suffocating the Younger family. The 
original new York production, directed by Lloyd richards (one of the first African 
Americans to direct a play on Broadway), emphasized the reality of the situation. For 
white theatregoers in 1959, this was a world that they had never experienced before, 
so richards wanted the play to seem as real and natural as possible. A director today 
may wish to point out the period of the story, emphasizing 1950s clothes, props, and 
hairstyles and playing 1950s music so that a contemporary audience is constantly 
reminded of what the world was like for African Americans at that time.

A director’s concept for You Can’t Take It with You can vary greatly, depending 
if the play is seen as a comedy or a farce. A realistic approach with a detailed 1936 
living room and accurate period clothes will re-create the era in which the play was 
first presented. The characters might be quite real even in their unconventionality. 
Grandpa Vanderhof might be played as a gentle, easygoing figure that will be famil-
iar to audience members. Another director might see You Can’t Take It with You as 
a riotous farce with exaggerated characters wearing colorful costumes. The Van-
derhofs could be frantic cartoons who often explode with enthusiasm for their odd 
lifestyle. The Kirbys might not be everyday people but hardened, inflexible figures 
of wealth and power. There are many possibilities in how the Kaufman and hart 
characters can be played, and a director is needed to narrow these possibilities into 
a unified vision.

Hamilton is about true events and historical people during the end of the eigh-
teenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century. Thomas Kail, who di-
rected the original new York production, made no attempt to present this time frame 
realistically. Working with the designers, he placed the action in an open space 
surrounded by a wooden gallery. The events in the musical were set in this space, 
which suggested the streets of colonial new York, battlefields, meeting rooms, a 
ballroom, and the homes of some of the characters. The time period was defined 
by the costumes and furniture pieces. The performers did not move or speak like 
colonial characters, but more like modern-day rappers or pop singers. This concept, 
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mixing contemporary elements into a period story, was a bold one and contributed 
much to the success of the musical. Future productions of Hamilton will most likely 
approach the musical in different ways, each director finding a distinct manner in 
which to tell the story and present the characters.

TheaTre STYleS
once a director decides on his or her concept for a play, it is time to select the style 
in which to convey that concept. Style is a very tricky word, meaning everything from 
fashion in clothes to a way of behaving to an attitude. Architecture, furniture, paint-
ing, music, and other artistic forms are said to be done in a particular style. Style 
might be broadly defined as the way in which something is done. in theatre, style is 
the form of presentation that a director uses to express his or her vision. There are 
many styles, and no one kind is the only correct style for a particular play. it is the 
director’s job to consider the different ways in which a play can be presented and 
choose the one that fulfills the directorial concept.

realism
The style we are all most familiar with is realism. Any time an artist attempts to 
re-create the real world in a true-to-life manner, some variation of realism is used. 
Although this style is relatively new (about 150 years), it is the predominant style 
seen in most plays, movies, and television today. Characters speak in realistic dia-
logue, as opposed to poetry or witticisms; they dress appropriate to the period and 

realiSm Playwright Tennessee Williams created characters with a poetic temperament and way 
of speaking, but they were often firmly placed in a realistic world. In the 2003 Broadway revival 
of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, it is the real world that Brick (Jason Patric) tries to escape from, but his 
wife Maggie (Ashley Judd) is determined not to let it happen. Director: Anthony Page. Joan Marcus/
Photofest; photographer: Joan Marcus
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location of the action; and the setting looks like an actual locale. Some plays are 
written in a more realistic mode than others, but again it is the director who really 
determines realism onstage. Yet true realism in the theatre is difficult to achieve 
because we know by the very nature of theatre that what takes place onstage is 
pretend. As realistically as a fight or a murder is staged in the theatre, it cannot hope 
to be as realistic as in a film or television drama. Theatre audiences know this and 
understand the limitations of the stage, accepting the convention of realism just as 
they accept the other theatrical elements.

romanticism
one of the most prominent styles before realism came in was romanticism. This 
style takes an idealized view of the real world and presents truth in a larger-than-life 
way. romanticism is not so much about romance as about romanticizing characters, 
plots, language, and even ideas. The passions and the goals of the characters are not 
everyday ones: the stories are filled with action and complex plotting; the language 
is poetic (if not in poetry itself); and the themes are often penetrating and exciting. 
romanticism was a specific movement in art, music, and theatre in the nineteenth 
century that advocated a freedom of expression that embraced nature and even 
mysticism. Today the term refers to a style of presentation that views life in a grand, 
poetic, and unrealistic manner. in theatre, romanticism is the directing style most 
used in presenting classics of the past and musicals. Since the arrival of realism, 
 theatregoers consider romanticism somewhat artificial, yet it is often that unrealis-
tic quality that is wanted in certain theatre productions.

expressionism

in the early decades of the twentieth century, a style was developed that fought 
against realism yet did not wish to hark back to romanticism. This style had various 
schools of thought, each with a different name, but the term we will use to encom-
pass the ideas of the movement is expressionism. As the name suggests, this style 
wishes to express an inner truth, as all art wishes to, but in expressionism, it is done 
by ignoring the surface and delving into the psychological. in an expressionistic play 
we see people and places not as they are in real life, nor as they are idealized in 
romanticism, but through the eyes of one person’s psyche. This person might be a 
character in the play who sees the world as it appears in his or her mind, or it can 
be the playwright’s depiction of a world that is disturbed, distorted, or menacing. 
dreams, hallucinations, and fantasies are typical devices used in expressionism be-
cause they are essentially truthful without being realistic. Scenery, costumes, props, 
and makeup might be exaggerated in an expressionistic production, sometimes go-
ing so far as to be grotesque. The acting might be unrealistic, with the voices and 
bodies of the actors being used symbolically or mechanically to make a point about 
the depersonalization of modern society. Lighting and sound effects may be startling 
and exaggerated. The ways that one can use expressionism onstage are endless, and 
directors often find the possibilities for this style very invigorating. As with other 
styles, there are plays that are specifically written to be staged in an expressionistic 
manner. Yet it is also a style that a director can use to stage a play written by a play-
wright who was not aware of expressionism, such as Shakespeare. As long as the 
director is seeking to discover the truth in a play, even such an exaggerated style as 
expressionism can sometimes reveal that truth in a new way.
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other isms
There are many other directorial styles, and new ones are being developed all the 
time, but they are usually offshoots of one of the three predominant ones of realism, 
romanticism, and expressionism. Naturalism, for example, is an extreme form of re-
alism in which the sensory details of life are put onstage. A production done in the 
naturalistic style might have dirt on the floor, scientifically accurate lighting effects 
coming from the moon, the realistic sounds of nature filling the air, and even the 
smell of cooking or the presence of real livestock onstage. it is a style that is difficult, 
not to say expensive, to create on a stage, and naturalism was never a widely pop-
ular movement. Yet there have been some outstanding productions over the years 
that have experimented with the style.

Absurdism and theatre of alienation are two more recent styles that are offshoots 
of expressionism. The German playwright and director Bertolt Brecht developed the 
idea of alienation in the 1930s as a way to fight both realism and romanticism and 
to turn the theatre into an instrument to make audiences think about sociopolitical 
issues. The idea behind “alienation” was to remove or “alienate” the audience from 
the traditional conventions of theatre by appealing to their intellects rather than 
their emotions. Brecht’s productions used slides, projections, songs, loudspeakers, 
harsh lighting, and a declamatory kind of acting to get the message across. This 
highly theatrical style is not only used in staging Brecht’s plays today but is also a 
style that has proved effective with other works as well, particularly musicals. Ab-
surdism arose in the 1950s as a way to define new plays from France that presented 
the world as nonsensical, filled with characters that had no objective and plots that 
had no stories. Samuel Beckett’s two most produced works are Waiting for Godot, 
which takes place in an undefined space where two tramps wait for a mysterious 

eXPreSSioniSm Frank Wedekind’s 1891 play Spring Awakening, about rebellious and sexually 
frustrated youth, is considered a classic example of German expressionism. The 2006 musical 
version by Duncan Sheik and Steven Sater retains the expressionistic elements of the original, with 
the addition of stylized song and dance. Directed by Michael Mayer, with choreography by Bill T. 
Jones. Geraint Lewis/Alamy Stock Photo
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 figure but are not sure why, and Endgame, in which the 
characters seem trapped inside a room, two of them liv-
ing in trash cans. As a directing style, absurdism can be 
used to present plays that emphasize the desolate pre-
dicament of man and woman, and absurdist settings and 
lighting can be found in many productions of plays that 
are not strictly classified as absurdism.

now that you are somewhat familiar with a handful 
of the different styles available to a director, let us con-
sider our four sample plays. Because of its poetry, bold 
characterizations, and complex plot, Macbeth seems an 
ideal candidate for romanticism, and many directors have 
chosen to present the play in that style. But, as we saw in 
discussing the directorial concept, a director may choose 
to approach Macbeth in the style of realism with authen-
tic costumes, sets, fights, and acting. Another director 
may select expressionism as the style, looking at the play 
through the eyes of the haunted Macbeth. The sets, cos-
tumes, fights, and performances will be far from realistic, 
and the themes of the play will be expressed in a bold and 
theatrical manner. A Raisin in the Sun calls for realism, but, 
again, one director may select romanticism, idealizing 
the characters and turning the drama into a lyrical piece, 
while another director might employ some expression-
ism in the setting, sound, and lights. realism might seem 
to be the obvious style for You Can’t Take It with You but a 
nostalgic approach to the script could use romanticism, 
re-creating the 1930s and presenting the Vanderhofs in 
a warm glow of a bygone time. Finally, Hamilton suggests romanticism because of 
its songs and larger-than-life emotions, but it can also use expressionism to show 
the world as seen through the eyes of Alexander hamilton or Aaron Burr. Which of 
these styles is the correct one for each play? obviously, some will work better than 
others, but it comes down to the director and the way he or she uses a particular 
style to create a vision that illuminates the play.

a Brief hiSTorY of DirecTing
The director is the most central and pivotal job in the modern theatre. Yet for thou-
sands of years plays did not have directors. if you recall the four essential elements 
of a theatre event (actors, script, audience, and place), you will notice that a director 
is not called for. For centuries the supervision of a theatrical production was done by 
playwrights, producers, stage managers, or even the actors themselves. rehearsals, 
as we know them today, were few and far between. Actors learned their lines inde-
pendently, then the stage manager brought everyone together a few times to decide 
on entrances and exits, stage the fight scenes, and clean up movement problems. 
The star stood center stage, the less prominent actors to the sides. There was no 
concept and rarely any cohesiveness. designers worked independently from the ac-
tors (in many cases the actors had to come up with their own costumes), and it all 
came together at the dress rehearsal. This was a satisfactory arrangement for hun-
dreds of years. in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, famous actor-managers 

aBSurDiSm Samuel Beckett’s tragicomedy Waiting 
for Godot has intrigued audiences and theatre artists 
since it premiered in Europe in 1953. Sean Matthias 
directed this acclaimed 2009 London production, in 
which Patrick Stewart (left) and Ian McKellen played 
the two tramps lost in an illogical world. The produc-
tion was later a success on Broadway in 2013. Geraint 
Lewis/Alamy Stock Photo
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ran their own theatre companies, and often they served as a director of sorts. Yet 
most of their energy was concentrated on producing the plays and performing the 
leading roles rather than staging them.

Just as Konstantin Stanislavsky revolutionized stage acting, he also had a great 
influence on modern directing. While much of his lengthy rehearsals were concerned 
with character development and getting sincerity from his actors, Stanislavsky was 
also concerned with stage movement; how scenes could be best presented; the 
use of realistic props and furniture; and coordinating the sets, costumes, and lights. 
When his productions by the Moscow Art Theatre toured Europe and America in 
the early twentieth century, the reaction was overwhelming. Many theatre compa-
nies patterned themselves after the russian troupe, and directing started to become 
the all-important job that it is in theatre today. Throughout the century, renowned 
directors helped shape the direction of theatre production. Both new and old plays 
were approached with a conceptual eye, and often the mark of the director became 
as important as the script or the actors. in fact, powerful directors sometimes in-
fluenced the writing of plays. The respected director Elia Kazan staged the original 
productions of many of Tennessee Williams’s and Arthur Miller’s plays and insisted 
on specific changes in the scripts during rehearsals. As famous as these two play-
wrights were, Kazan was more powerful, and they complied to his wishes, usually 
strengthening the plays in the process.

By the middle of the century, the musical theatre saw the rise of the director- 
choreographer. By having one person stage both the book scenes and the dances, 
the musicals took on a unified persona never seen before. The most innovative of 
these director-choreographers was Jerome robbins whose dynamic staging of such 
musicals as West Side Story and Fiddler on the Roof were landmarks in theatre direct-
ing. in the last decades of the century, some distinctive director-choreographers be-
came the stars of their own shows. The casts and writers were secondary in several 
musicals staged by Gower Champion, Bob Fosse, Michael Bennett, and others. one 
went to see the new “Fosse musical,” for example, because it was his staging that 
was the real attraction.

The first Director?
The first director, in the modern sense of the word, was a German aristocrat who started to present plays that 
were thoroughly rehearsed with a particular vision in mind. Georg II, the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen (1826–
1914), did not like the star system of his day and thought that the placement and movement of actors onstage 
was artificial and unrealistic. The duke started his own theatre troupe that toured throughout Europe in the mid-
1800s, and his productions were immediately recognized as unique and innovative. His company employed 
no stars but featured an ensemble that had been directed meticulously, each member of the cast given specific 
positions, moves, and even gestures. By using the stage as a painter uses a canvas, the duke was able to con-
trol the visuals of his productions and place focus where he wanted. Most of his productions had large casts, 
but, through precise direction and lengthy rehearsal periods, he made the action clear, and the attitudes and 
feelings of even the crowd members were defined. Georg II also worked with his designers, coordinating all 
the visual elements of the production into a unified whole. Many of his directorial sketches survive, and they  
are stunning to behold, much like a detailed storyboard for a modern movie. The look of the Duke of Saxe- 
Meiningen’s productions did not go unnoticed, and both audiences and theatre people realized for the first time 
the importance of a director.
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in today’s theatre, whether it is a high school production or a Broadway block-
buster, the director is firmly in charge. A job deemed unnecessary for centuries has 
now become indispensable.

The DirecTing ProceSS
different directors work in different ways, and there is no one correct way to direct a 
play or musical. Just as actors differ in their approach to a character, directors differ 
in their approach to carrying out their vision for a script. Some will spend a great 
deal of time on the psychological aspects of the play and its characters, while others 
may emphasize the movement and the look of the production. Many directors leave 
room for the actors to discover the characters and the concept of the production, 
while others dictate precise ways to portray a character and follow through on the 
directorial style and concept. regardless of which particular method is employed, all 
directors must go through a series of steps to bring a production from idea to open-
ing night. The order of these steps may vary, but the process of directing usually 
covers the same tasks.

Play Selection
in professional theatre a director is usually hired for a production already decided 
on, with, possibly, the designers and cast already chosen. But in educational, com-
munity, and sometimes regional theatre, the director selects the play. Choosing a 
script to direct for a particular theatre group or school is a major decision because 

The moDern DirecTor The Broadway musical theatre changed with the rise of the director- 
choreographer in the 1950s and 1960s, with the work of Jerome Robbins, Gower Champion, 
and others. In 1981, Michael Bennett put his personal mark on the staging of Dreamgirls, in 
which even the scenery moved in time with the musical Motown tempo. Pictured are members  
of the original cast, led by Jennifer Holliday (in the foreground). Photofest
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all of the director’s and actors’ work will be hampered by doing a play that is not 
appropriate. it is certainly helpful if the director has great affection and respect for 
the script, but that does not mean that the play is a wise choice for the situation at 
hand. directors must make other considerations as well and ask if the script is a 
good choice for the actors, the likely audience, the theatre space, and the financial 
demands. The success of the production will largely rest on the actors, so one must 
question if the play can be adequately cast. is the cast size for the script too large or 
too small for the number of actors at one’s disposal? Are they experienced enough 
to handle the difficulties of the production? Are there enough actors of the appropri-
ate age, sex, or type? if a musical is attempted, are the actors capable of the singing 
and dancing required of the score?

Even if one can answer yes to all these questions, the director must then  consider 
the audience and who it will most likely be. it is always admirable to challenge an 
audience and broaden its theatre experience, but sometimes a particular play may 
not have any appeal to a certain audience, or, if it should attract them, it may confuse 
or disappoint them once they are in the theatre. As for the theatre space, some plays 
are not appropriate for all spaces. An auditorium holding over a thousand specta-
tors might not be an ideal venue for an intimate, small-cast play, just as a small, 
intimate theatre may prove problematic for a large-scale play or musical. Finally, 
the  expenses of a production are always a concern to both professional and ama-
teur theatre groups. Some plays require elaborate costumes and detailed sets while 
others have more modest demands. We will see later that finances are the major 
concern of the producer, but directors must know the type of expenses involved in a 
play in order to make a wise selection.

analysis
once the play has been chosen, the director can then start to develop a concept 
for the production and create a vision for the script. This might involve research-
ing the production history of the play and reading literary criticism about the piece. 
After analyzing the script and outside sources, the director must come to a deci-
sion about the concept and the directorial style. only after these are set can he or 
she meet with the designers and discuss ways to bring this concept to life. often 
scenic, costume, lighting, and other designers can be very helpful in solidifying the 
director’s ideas and offering ways to visualize the concept. All this is done before 
auditions and rehearsals begin because the decisions made regarding vision and 
style will affect the way the play is cast. Also part of the analysis is the director’s 
prompt book—a copy of the script in which a director makes detailed notes regarding 
character, movements, and technical effects. This highly annotated script becomes 
the director’s reference guide during rehearsals and helps keep the production in 
line with the  directorial concept. Stanislavsky kept very complete prompt books, 
and theatre historians studying them today can almost re-create the original pro-
duction from his notes and sketches. While not all directors believe in preparing a 
detailed prompt book before auditions—many prefer to discover the play during the 
 rehearsal  process—most productions end up with a prompt book that documents 
on paper what was attempted onstage.

casting
We have already seen how auditions work from an actor’s point of view. For a direc-
tor, the audition process is almost as nerve-racking. Actors are anxious to be liked 
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and accepted; directors are anxious to find the best possible actor for each role. one 
can envision exactly what one wants for a character, but it is unlikely, even in profes-
sional theatre, for one actor to fulfill all those expectations. instead, an experienced 
director looks at each auditioning actor as a possibility for how the character might 
be played. There are always compromises to be made, and one must consider the 
cast as a whole, not just a series of individuals, in order to come up with the best 
possible company of actors. Many a production is blessed or cursed from the mo-
ment a play is cast. it is such an important step yet one that cannot be objectively 
or coolly carried out. The director often must go with his or her instinct, hoping that 
the cast chosen is the one that will work best.

rehearsals
The order of, and the emphasis during, rehearsals is an area in which directors most 
often differ. Most rehearsal periods begin with a read-through, in which the entire 
cast sits in a circle and reads the play aloud, with each actor reading his or her own 

nontraditional casting
Most theatre companies today believe in nontraditional casting, though not all use it as frequently as some 
might wish. Nontraditional casting means that characters are played by actors who may not fit the literal de-
scription of the role in the script. The play might call for an elderly male doctor, but the director may envision the 
character as a younger female doctor. Another character might be a prosperous white male in the nineteenth 
century, but the director may cast an Asian or 
African American in the part. The character 
of a lawyer in a courtroom might be cast with 
an actor in a wheelchair. In each case, the 
director departs from the traditional presenta-
tion of the character yet does not sacrifice the 
integrity of the play.

The belief behind nontraditional casting 
is that one should cast the best actor for the 
role, regardless of gender, race, or other fac-
tors. The tax inspector in You Can’t Take It 
with You, for example, could effectively be 
played by a woman, just as in Macbeth King 
Duncan can be enacted by an African Amer-
ican with his son Malcolm being played by 
a white actor. (The use of such racial types 
is sometimes called color-blind casting in the 
theatre.) Sometimes a script does not leave 
room for such departures from the usual. The 
Younger family in A Raisin in the Sun must 
be played by African Americans because the 
whole point of the drama is about the plight 
of black Americans in the 1950s. Schools 
have long been more readily accepting of 
nontraditional casting, while such use of actors did not become usual in professional theatre until the late 
1960s. Today audiences are quite used to nontraditional casting, and it may someday become so common 
that it will not be considered nontraditional at all.

nonTraDiTional caSTing In the 2014 revival of You Can’t 
Take It with You, African American actor James Earl Jones ( seated) 
played Grandpa Vanderhof, while the rest of his family was  
portrayed by white actors, a notable example of color-blind cast-
ing on Broadway. Director: Scott Ellis. Sara Krulwich/New York 
Times/Redux

theatre.indb   103 2/6/19   10:19 AM



104 • C h A P T E r  5

part. A read-through rehearsal is the first time the director hears the complete play 
with the voices he or she has selected, and this reading, no matter how smooth or 
bumpy it may go, tells the director a great deal about the strengths and weakness of 
the cast, allowing one to come up with a plan for rehearsals. A read-through is also 
an excellent way to begin the rehearsal process because it unifies the cast and they 
start to think as an ensemble instead of a group of individual actors. Many direc-
tors will then begin blocking rehearsals. Blocking is the theatrical term for movement 
onstage; where entrances and exits are made; and how actors maneuver among 
furniture, steps, and other obstacles. Some directors give the actors very specific 
blocking, telling them on which part of which line they are to move. others are more 
general in their blocking direction, letting the actors work out the details as long as 
the general flow of movement is correct. There are even some directors who do not 
believe in formal blocking and leave all such movements to the actors’ discretion—
something not to be attempted with inexperienced performers. Blocking may take 
anywhere from five to ten rehearsals, depending on how complicated the move-
ment is in the production. it is always useful for a director to have retrace rehearsals 
before moving on. These rehearsals allow the actors to retrace their movements 
and correct their blocking. Most actors memorize their lines after a scene has been 
blocked and retraced because they can then put both the words and the movements 
to memory at the same time.

once the cast members know their lines and are “off book,” the director can 
spend rehearsal time working with the actors on their characterizations. This period 
of the rehearsal process is called character or interpretation rehearsals. it is usually the 
rehearsal time that both actors and directors most enjoy because, having gotten the 
mechanics of movement completed, there is time for discussion and coaching. Interp 
rehearsals concern how the lines are spoken, what level of emotion is attempted, the 
pace or urgency of a scene, and, most important, the relationship between charac-
ters. At various points during the rehearsal process (and particularly after a series of 
interp rehearsals), the director will hold a run-through rehearsal. As the name sug-
gests, the entire play is rehearsed without stopping (except for intermissions) so that 
the actors get used to performing the script in the manner that it will be done for an 
audience. run-throughs are very demanding and often frustrating because the actors 
are put into performance conditions before they are ready to perform the play as a 
whole. But such rehearsals are necessary to prepare the cast for opening night.

Before all the technical aspects are added to the production, the director will of-
ten put aside a few rehearsals for polishing the performances. At these so-called pol-
ish rehearsals, the actors work with props, furniture, and even costume pieces such 
as hats and shoes so that they can get accustomed to them and smooth out any awk-
wardness. A director will also use polish rehearsals to work on the tempo of scenes 
and to clean up any moments in the play that are still rough. it is also the director’s 
last chance to work solely with the actors; from this point on his or her attention will 
be divided between the cast and the design elements of the production. Technical re-
hearsals are used to add these elements: lights, sound, scene changes, costumes, and 
makeup. in many professional theatres, this is the first time that the cast leaves the 
rehearsal space and begins to rehearse on the actual stage. Technical run-throughs 
are time-consuming, draining on the cast and crew, and vitally necessary. The last 
technical rehearsals, in which the costumes and makeup are added, are called dress 
rehearsals and represent the end of the rehearsal process. This whole process may 
take from two to seven weeks, depending on the length and number of rehearsals, so 
the pace of development varies greatly. if all of the steps are taken and all of the kinds 
of rehearsals are sufficiently covered, the production should be ready for an audience.
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Performance
Many theatre groups, both amateur and professional, find it useful to do one or more 
previews. These are like dress rehearsals, but an audience, either invited or paying, 
is present. Both actors and directors find previews very helpful. it gives the cast 
the chance to get used to an audience and to start to develop that special rapport 
between actor and spectator that makes the theatre event come alive. Previews 
for comedies are particularly important because it allows the actors to get used 
to laughter, though any experienced actor will tell you that laughs differ from au-
dience to audience. Also, directors can use previews to survey the production and 

Sample rehearsal Schedule
For a college production of You Can’t Take It with You*

Mon.  Sept. 21 Auditions
Tues.   22 Auditions
Thurs.   24 Read-through
Fri.   25 Discussion; costume measurements
Sun.   27 Blocking act 1, scene 1
Mon.   28 Retrace act 1 scene 1; blocking act 1, scene 2
Tues.   29 Retrace act 1, scene 2
Wed.   30 Blocking act 2
Thurs.  Oct. 01 Blocking act 2
Fri.   02 Retrace act 2
Sun.   04 Blocking act 3
Mon.   05 Retrace act 3
Tues.   06 Run-through
Wed.   07 Interp; select characters and scenes
Thurs.   08 Interp; select characters and scenes
Fri.   09 Interp act 1, scene 1
Sun.   11 Interp act 1, scene 2
Mon.   12 Interp act 2
Tues.   13 Interp act 3
Wed.   14 Interp; select characters and scenes
Thurs.   15 Run-through
Fri.   16 Polish act 1, scene 1
Sun.   18 Polish act 1, scene 2
Mon.   19 Polish act 2
Tues.   20 Polish act 2
Wed.   21 Polish act 3
Thurs.   22 Polish act 3
Fri.   23 Run-through
Sat.   24 Tech; add sound, props
Sun.   25 Tech; add lights
Mon.   26 Tech
Tues.   27 Dress rehearsal; add costumes
Wed.   28 Dress rehearsal: add makeup/hair
Thurs.   29 Performance
Fri.   30 Performance
Sat.   31 Performance
Sun.  Nov. 01 Performance

*based on evening rehearsals three hours long
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continue to give notes to the cast, crew, and designers about details that need to 
be corrected or polished. if the play or musical is new and has never been produced 
before, major changes are sometimes made during previews. Scenes may need to 
be rewritten or songs added or dropped, all based on the reactions the production 
is getting from a live audience. on the play’s official opening night, the director’s job 
comes to an end, though many directors will return to long-running plays to check 
on the quality of the production and even give some further notes. once the play 
begins  performances, the production belongs to the actors, not to the director. he or 
she has led the cast through a creative process, and now it is the actors who must 
keep the theatre event alive.

musicals
The rehearsal process for a musical is complicated by the fact that the director is 
working not only with actors and designers but also with a musical director and a 
choreographer. it is the musical director’s job to teach the cast the score, rehearse 
both actors and musicians, and (usually) conduct the orchestra. obviously, the mu-
sical director needs plenty of time with the cast, so several music rehearsals are 
scheduled for individuals and for the chorus. Many of these sessions come near the 
beginning of the rehearsal period because actors must know the music before the 
songs or dances can be staged. These musical numbers are the job of the choreog-
rapher, the person who often becomes the director when music plays. not only do 
choreographers develop, stage, and rehearse the dances, but many of them also 
block musical numbers that do not involve dance. dance rehearsals are perhaps the 

rehearSing a muSical Because of the triple task of staging and rehearsing the book, 
songs, and dances, directing a musical is the most complicated of theatre challenges. Trey 
 Parker and Casey Nicholaw directed and choreographed the popular musical The Book of Mormon 
(2011), and they made the efforts of dozens of artists look unified and whole. Sara Krulwich/ 
New York Times/Redux
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most time-consuming of all because performers learn choreography much slower 
than they do lines or songs, and dance takes much more time to polish. Whenever 
possible, musicals use multiple rehearsals utilizing three different spaces: the music 
director is working with one actor on his or her songs while at the same time the di-
rector is staging a book scene with a handful of other actors and the choreographer 
is rehearsing the chorus in a dance number. in older musicals, the book scenes and 
the musical numbers (especially dances) are quite separate, and it is clear where 
the director’s job ends and the choreographer’s starts. in more recent musicals, such 
as Hamilton, there is little if any separation between song/story and dance, and the 
roles of the director and choreographer overlap. This situation helped give rise to the 
director-choreographer, a single person who stages the musical as one entity.

The BuSineSS of DirecTing
A career as a theatre director is as difficult and unstable as that of an actor, perhaps 
more so. Each theatre production will involve three or thirteen or thirty actors but 
needs only one director, so the opportunities for work are scarce. Also, directors 
cannot audition as actors do or submit a script or designs as playwrights and de-
signers do. Since the director’s tools are other artists, there is no way to demonstrate 
one’s abilities as a director without staging an actual production. Young or inexperi-
enced directors are not hired because they have not directed, and they cannot direct 
because no one will hire them. it is a vicious circle that is unique to theatre directing. 
But like most theatre jobs, directing is a very rewarding experience (artistically, if not 
financially), and there is never a shortage of artists willing to attempt the difficult 
road to becoming a professional director.

The training to be an effective theatre director is broader and more challenging 
than perhaps any other theatre job. Because a director works with a variety of other 
artists, he or she must be very familiar with all aspects of theatre production. The 
director may not be able to write a play, perform a part, or design a costume, but the 
director must certainly “understand” playwriting, acting, and designing. it is import-
ant for fledgling directors to study all these arts, even attempting them so that they 
will become familiar with the process that each artist goes through. The inexperi-
enced director will say what he or she would like, describing it in vague or theoretical 
terms; the experienced director offers ways for an actor or designer to achieve the 
directorial concept. This does not mean that the director dictates specifically what 
others should do. The very best directors suggest ideas in a way that inspire other 
artists to explore bold and exciting possibilities.

The best training for a future director is to study at a theatre or school that 
allows for a variety of experiences. Most directors have acting experience, perhaps 
the best preparation for working with actors in rehearsals. But fledgling directors 
should also learn how plays are written, scenery is built, costumes are made, lighting 
is achieved, and so on. in most colleges with a theatre program, students can take 
courses in directing and actually stage a student production. Although the produc-
tion might be small scale and very amateur, the experience is invaluable. once such 
a training is completed, one can start to pursue a directing career. Many do this by 
becoming an assistant to an established director or getting hired as a stage manag-
er. Such jobs involve recording the director’s blocking and technical cues, assisting 
in rehearsals, attending production meetings, and running the play after it opens. 
Although these positions usually do not include any directing, they allow the would-
be director to get involved with professional productions and create contacts for 
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future employment as a director. Another means to a directing career is to stage 
small semiprofessional productions called workshops. in new York City these might 
be found in humble and out-of-the-way venues, but again valuable contacts can be 
made. Since most directors are hired because the producer has seen his or her work 
somewhere, staging such minor productions for little or no money becomes a form 
of auditioning. one can invite interested producers or theatre managers, with the 
hopes that they will come and like what they see. Yet just as most actors are usually 
out of work, so too is directing a very unstable profession. At least actors have a 
job for months if a play is a success; the director is only needed for the rehearsal 
process, no matter how long a play runs. in order to gain steady employment as a 
director, one must be willing to move from theatre to theatre, which usually means 
traveling from city to city. Very few directors are in such demand that they can settle 
in one place, such as new York, and work continuously.

The plight of choreographers is not very different from that of directors. Most 
theatre choreographers begin as professional dancers in musical theatre. While 
choreographers need not have as broad a training as directors, they must be very 
experienced in theatre dance and be able to communicate ideas to performers in 
terms of both dance and character. Theatre choreography today is so much more 
than just dance steps, often telling a story and developing a character, so in essence 
a choreographer becomes something of a director as well. no wonder so many cho-
reographers have made the transition to director-choreographer. Yet like directors, 
choreographers cannot audition in order to be hired and can only hope that produc-
ers see their work in other productions. Also like directors, they are only needed 
during the rehearsal process, so they too are always job hunting.

choreograPhY Although the role of dance in the theatre has evolved throughout the years, 
there is still great entertainment value in the traditional forms of stage choreography. Randy 
Skinner reconstructed some of Gower Champion’s original choreography for the 2001 Broadway 
 revival of 42nd Street and provided some original dance routines as well. Director: Mark Bramble. 
Joan Marcus/Photofest; photographer: Joan Marcus
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The financial rewards of directing and choreographing are similar to those of a 
playwright: few make a reasonable living, but another few can make a killing. direc-
tors and choreographers are usually paid a flat fee for staging a production, but if the 
play is done on Broadway, a percentage of the box office income might be offered 
to a well-established director. Some high-profile directors and choreographers may 
get up to 10 percent of the box office, which, for a Broadway hit, might translate 
into $10,000 a week for a play and twice that for a musical. Although directors and 
choreographers do not have a trade union as such, most professionals belong to 
the Society of Stage directors and Choreographers (SSdC), which helps in setting 
minimum fees and arranging for royalty percentages.

As the roles of the director and choreographer have grown, so too has the im-
portance of the two jobs, and producers know that an outstanding director/cho-
reographer can mean the difference between a hit and a flop. But there are only a 
handful of directors or choreographers that rank this highly, and most others have to 
try to live off the usual flat fee. Just as many actors are lured away from theatre for 
the more lucrative salaries in film and television, many talented directors find that 
the work is more steady and pays much better in these media, and frequently they 
leave live theatre and cannot afford to return. Yet the satisfaction of directing in the 
theatre is strong, and there are always new and willing artists anxious to pursue it.

evaluaTing The DirecTor anD choreograPher
Since directing is the least visible and least understood job in theatre, it is difficult 
for many to evaluate it. Even professional theatre critics are often uninformed about 
what the director does, blaming directors because the script is too confusing or 
praising them because the jokes are funny and the scenery is attractive. Yet it is pos-
sible to make intelligent judgments about theatre directing if one considers the very 
essence of the job: supervising all the creative elements and bringing them together 
in one concept. As an audience member, you may not be able to put your finger on 
that concept or label the directorial vision, but it is possible to observe how success-
fully that vision works. does the acting serve the script, or does it seem wrong for 
that kind of play? Are all the actors performing in the same kind of style, or do they 
seem to be in different plays? Was the movement in the production too static or too 
busy for the story? do the scenery, costumes, lights, and other technical elements 
seem consistent with each other, or do the exaggerated clothes seem out of place 
in the realistic set? does the play move along at a pace that seems appropriate for 
the script, or does the comedy drag and the dramatics seem rushed and contrived? 
What style did the production use, and was it consistently used? These are the kinds 
of questions that one can ask about theatre directing. Like judging any piece of art, 
evaluating the direction of a play or musical is a subjective task, but with enough 
knowledge of what a director is responsible for, one can make valuable observations 
and express a valid opinion.

Some believe that, since the director is responsible for overseeing all creative 
aspects of the production, he or she should take the credit (or the blame) for every-
thing that happens onstage. if the acting is overdone or too dull, it is the director’s 
fault for not coaching the cast better. if the scenery is ugly or the lighting too dim, the 
director can be blamed for not having it changed. if the script is faulty or overlong, 
the director should have had the playwright change or cut it. Such criticisms are a 
bit extreme; not even the most effective directors can get exactly what they want 
in any one production no matter how much available talent or money. on the other 
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hand, there is some truth in this kind of thinking. The director is the controlling force, 
and an evaluator must consider the director when looking at any and all aspects of 
the production.

it is somewhat easier to evaluate the work of a choreographer because dance 
is so visual. one does not need to know anything about ballet or tap or jazz dance 
to form an opinion about what is effective and what is not. Yet dance is a deceptive-
ly difficult art: some dance moves and routines easily impress an audience, while 
others are extremely difficult to perform, yet that difficulty is rarely evident to the 
novice. one can certainly say whether the dancing in a musical was entertaining, 
funny, dramatic, evocative, exciting, romantic, and clever. These are subjective emo-
tions and difficult to argue with. A better question might be, how did the dance 
enhance the production? Was it there as an escapist piece of entertainment only? 
For many older musicals, this was the primary reason for dance onstage. or did the 
dance reveal something about the story or the characters? This can be asked of 
most musicals written in the past sixty years. Sometimes the talent of the dancers 
is more interesting than the choreography they perform. Conversely, some choreog-
raphers can create combinations and movement that make even mediocre dancers 
look good. Can you detect this in the production?

during the past six decades, some directors or choreographers have been labeled 
auteur artists. Auteur is French for “author,” and the term implies that the director or 
choreographer has such a distinct style that one can easily identify the creator of the 
direction or the choreography just by looking at it. director-choreographer Bob Fosse, 
who staged such stylized dance shows as Sweet Charity and Chicago, is perhaps the 
most notable example of this kind of artist. other auteur directors or choreographers 
are less easy to identify because their versatility is so great that they are always creat-
ing fresh ideas that do not obviously resemble their other work. Yet they are definitely 
“authors” because their ideas are as important as those of the playwright. The afore-
mentioned Elia Kazan and Jerome robbins are outstanding examples of this kind of 
auteur. Some feel that it is less difficult to evaluate the work of these auteurs because 
their contributions to the production are so much greater. But any artist who fulfills 
the difficult and all-encompassing job of a director is equally important. This one 
person, who hopes to make the work of many look like the work of one creative mind, 
is still the backbone behind every modern theatre production.

ToPicS for grouP DiScuSSion
1. Select two directorial styles and discuss the ways in which two different produc-

tions of Macbeth might be if directed in these styles.
2. discuss how the rehearsal process for A Raisin in the Sun would differ from that 

for Hamilton.
3. discuss which of the four sample plays would require the most blocking re-

hearsals and which the most interp rehearsals.

PoSSiBle reSearch ProJecTS
1. View two different film or video productions of Macbeth and determine which 

directorial styles were used in each one.
2. View the episode about Julie Taymor directing a production of Shakespeare’s 

The Tempest in the 1992 documentary Behind the Scenes and note the different 
kinds of rehearsals that are shown.
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