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Directions for Directing

Directions for Directing: Theatre and Method lays out contemporary 
concepts of directing practice and examines specific techniques of ap-
proaching scripts, actors, and the stage. Addressed to both young and 
experienced directors but also to the broader community of theatre prac-
titioners, scholars, and dedicated theatre goers, the book sheds light on 
the director’s multiplicity of roles throughout the life of a play—from the 
moment of its conception to opening night—and explores the director’s 
processes of inspiration, interpretation, communication, and leadership. 
From organizing auditions and making casting choices to decoding com-
plex dramaturgical texts and motivating actors, Directions for Directing 
offers practical advice and features detailed Workbook sections on how 
to navigate such a fascinating discipline. A companion website explores 
the work of international practitioners of different backgrounds who 
operate within various institutions, companies, and budgets, providing 
readers with a wide range of perspectives and methodologies.

Avra Sidiropoulou is Assistant Professor at the ΜΑ program in Theatre 
Studies at the Open University of Cyprus. Her research focuses on the 
theory, practice, and ethics of contemporary directing. She is the Artistic 
Director of the Athens-based Persona Theatre Company and has pro-
duced work internationally.



http://www.taylorandfrancis.com


Directions for Directing

Theatre and Method

Avra Sidiropoulou



First published 2019
by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

and by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an 
informa business

© 2019 Taylor & Francis

The right of Avra Sidiropoulou to be identif ied as author 
of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with 
sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright , Designs and Patents 
Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted 
or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, 
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter 
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any 
information storage or retrieval system, without permission 
in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be 
trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for 
identif ication and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in-Publication Data
Names: Sidiropoulou, Avra, 1972– author.
Title: Directions for directing: theatre and method /  
Avra Sidiropoulou.
Description: New York, NY: Routledge, 2019. |  
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identif iers: LCCN 2018018200 | ISBN 9780415789271  
(hardback: alk. paper) | ISBN 9780415789288  
(paperback: alk. paper) | ISBN 9781315222905 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Theater—Production and direction.
Classif ication: LCC PN2053 .S453 2019 |  
DDC 792.02/33—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018018200

ISBN: 978-0-415-78927-1 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-415-78928-8 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-22290-5 (ebk)

Typeset in Sabon
by codeMantra

Visit the companion website: www.routledge.com/cw/sidiropoulou

https://lccn.loc.gov/2018018200
http://www.routledge.com/cw/sidiropoulou


To Nikiforos always, and now to Sophocles



http://www.taylorandfrancis.com


List of Figures viii
Acknowledgments ix

  Introduction 1

1  Inspiration 5

2  Interpretation 23

3  Method, Leadership, Collaboration 55

4  Director and Text(uality) 85

5  Director and Stage 129

6  Director and Actor 165

Index 203

Contents



2.1 The Pyramid of Interpretation  25
4.1 Aristotle’s Model of Plot Structure  93

Figures



This book would not have been possible without the support of several 
talented and committed friends and colleagues. I would like to thank 
Stacey Walker, my editor at Routledge, for believing and investing in the 
project, and the assistant editor, Lucia Accorsi, for her dedication and 
 efficiency throughout the process. Many thanks to my production  editor, 
Paige Force, for putting it all together.

Part of my research was undertaken at the Graduate Center of the  
City University of New York, where I was a Visiting Scholar in 2016. 
Heartfelt thanks to Frank Hentschker, Director of the Martin E. Segal 
Centre, for making me feel at home within that vibrant community of 
academics and artists. Also to the Faculty members Professor Marvin 
Carlson and Professor Peter Eckersall for sharing their valuable insights 
on the contemporary theatre scene internationally. While in New York, 
I had the opportunity to speak with various theatre artists, holding con-
versations that have affected my perception of directing and that have, in 
one way or another, featured here. I am grateful to John Collins, Artistic 
Director of Elevator Repair Service, who kindly agreed to share his cre-
ative process in the Web Companion section of the book. Special thanks 
to Charles Mee, whose writing has always been of great inspiration, and 
to Anne Bogart for her valuable intuitions.

This project was greatly assisted by the opportunities I have had to 
teach and conduct practical workshops in different parts of the world 
in order to test empirically some of the exercises that are part and par-
cel of the book as well as to explore alternative forms of practice. I am 
thankful to the Japan Foundation for the generous grant that allowed 
me to spend time as a visiting fellow at the University of Tokyo and to 
Professor Tadashi Uchino for exposing me to the distinct methodologies 
of Japanese theatre. I am also indebted to Jay Scheib, stage director and 
Head of the Music and Theater Arts Department at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, for inviting me over as a Visiting Researcher. 
Also to Dr. George Rodosthenous at the University of Leeds for giving 
me the opportunity to lecture and work with directing students at the 

Acknowledgments



x Acknowledgments

School of Performance and Creative Industries, and for always being 
there with sound advice and a wealth of information on the latest in 
British directing—he is a great source. Many thanks to Dr. Eirini Ned-
elkopoulou for organizing targeted directing workshops at the School of 
Performance & Media Production at York St John’s University and for 
being such an intelligent interlocutor.

The Web Companion section that accompanies the book has brought 
together the expertise and commitment of several artists whose work 
I  admire. They have all agreed to share their ideas on camera, even 
under strained conditions. The geographical distance separating us, if 
anything, has added to the value of intercultural collaboration. Light-
ing designer Maria Cristina Fusté, a Puerto Rican artist based in New 
York; the actor-director Kate Mueth of Neo-Political Cow Girls at the  
Hamptons; Athens-based set designer and scholar Athena Stourna;  
Vanessa Christodoulou, graduate of the MA Program in Theatre Stud-
ies at the Open University of Cyprus; and performer-director-dramaturg 
Miranda Manasiadis and choreographer Malia Johnston of Movement  
of the Human, both based in New Zealand, have all made this live 
component truly rich. Besides Elevator Repair Service’s John Collins, 
director- playwright Oriza Hirata of Tokyo’s Seinendan and Lars  Romann 
Engel, director of Helsinore-based HamletScenen, have generously  
shared their thoughts on specific aspects of the directing art and thea-
tre practice, in general. I would like to warmly thank Dr. Anne  Sophie 
 Refskou from Surrey University for arranging the interview with Lars 
Engel in Denmark. And, of course, Dr. Ana Contreras at the Real Es-
cuela Superior de Arte Dramatico de Madrid in Spain for arranging di-
recting workshops with the students, whose work is also present here.

Many, many thanks to my close friends Alisa Regas and Ilker Oztop 
in New York for being so hospitable during my research time there.

Special thanks to graphic designer Babis Melikidis for helping realize 
the artlog. Warmest thanks to photographer Michael Demetrius for the 
front cover image and to Miranda Manasiadis, Mikaela Liakata, Lena 
Gini, Julia Kogkou, Effi Eglezaki, Vanias Apergis, and Giannis Tsou-
marakis, who worked on the Phaedra—I workshop in Athens in 2017.

There is simply no easy way to express my gratitude to Emy  Tzavra- 
Bulloch, an experienced filmmaker and video editor, for endorsing the 
book’s Web Companion with such fierce dedication and resourcefulness. 
I do not think I would have pulled through without her great sense of 
responsibility, ingenuity, and humor.

I would like to thank my parents, Freideriki and Panagiotis, and my 
sister, Dr. Chryssi Sidiropoulou, for their lifelong encouragement, and 
my two sons, Nikiforos and Sophocles, for being patient and strong. 
And, most of all, Dimitris, for his insightful suggestions on the manu-
script and for his love, companionship, and faith in me.



Acknowledgments xi

There are so many other people whose practical, technical, schol-
arly, or emotional support has been really instrumental to my work and 
whose names do not appear in the list. Thank you for being there. Fi-
nally, a heartfelt thanks to all the great theatre artists in all parts of the 
world, whose work has inspired this book.



http://www.taylorandfrancis.com


Why Directing? Why Directions?

We all carry a director in us. In our family routines, our workplace, 
our social interactions, conversations with friends, mundane dealings 
with the outside world, or during those rare moments of solitary clar-
ity, when our sharp focus on reality begins to merge with softer forms 
of perception, we tend to direct our lives, filtering facts that have al-
ready occurred or recalibrating thoughts toward imaginary possibilities. 
 Directors are authors of culture, privileged with freedom, authority and 
a limitless power to interpret the world and its dictums. A good director 
is a  fearless director who remains consistent and relentless to the mis-
sion of realizing a vision, no matter how utterly illogical it may appear 
to others. The allure of the directing profession is no accident: directing 
is primarily about creating new realities and, as such, it is inextricably 
linked to reinvention and redefinition.

Many argue that directing is basically about instinct, and therefore, 
it cannot be taught. I tend to disagree. Much though directing is about 
instinct, it is also about technique, form, control of the stage, developing 
your own language, and making informed choices. All these things are 
learnt gradually, be it in a formal educational context or in the context 
of practice. The growing number of MA and MFA directing courses, 
together with the proliferation of young theatre companies worldwide 
make pressing demands for up-to-date educational materials that ana-
lyze the theory and practice of the art through a combined application 
of traditional and innovative methodologies and rehearsal strategies. 
Besides, there is an extraordinary number of practitioners (including ac-
tors, writers, and designers) who have received no formal training within 
an academic or conservatoire setting and who could benefit from a study 
that details the fundamentals of theatre making—both regarding theo-
retical underpinnings and practical applications.

Directions for Directing is an acknowledgment of the need to de-
scribe the methodology of directing, how an original vision is born and 
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2 Introduction

developed to a full production. It is intended as a useful guide for prior-
itizing the mental and experiential steps this process involves and as a 
tool of teaching a discipline that is both complex and elusive. In its syn-
thetic approach, it comes to fill a void in theatre scholarship, theorizing 
on the motivations that make directors create, and laying out a model 
of work that sets the consecutive stages of the director’s individual and 
collaborative process clearly and concisely. All through, it tries to remain 
in keeping with the dual nature of directing: on the one hand as an aes-
thetic and philosophical pursuit which needs to be cultivated, and on the 
other, as an aspect of theatre that relies on a series of practical skills and 
strategies that can be taught. More than anything, it is as much about 
the art of directing as it is about theatre and its method.

The book is, therefore, an attempt, means of communication, as 
well as instruction, to tap into those notions of the art that are a se-
ries of abstract considerations but also a handling of different skills— 
organizational, interpersonal, and technical. Moreover, it aims to 
inspire alternative angles through which to perceive and express the 
world. As such, it builds on a vocabulary that directors, actors, design-
ers, producers, and regular theatregoers may use, while discussing sev-
eral aspects of theatre practice. Citing relevant instances and proposing 
creative (re)solutions for the gestation period of preparation and the 
actual rehearsals, it is aimed not just to the director (young, amateur, 
or experienced) but also very much so to the broader community of 
actors, dramaturgs, set, costume, lighting, video and sound designers, 
and choreographers; in fact, to anyone directly or indirectly involved 
in the theatre.

Examples from the work methodologies of established artists inter-
nationally serve to bring home the idea that directing is an extremely 
generous, virtually inexhaustible art; needless to say, the inclusion of 
some directors at the expense of a multitude of others is by no means an 
indication of lack of extraordinary talent in the profession.  Moreover, 
excerpts from individual plays are also brought in for the reader to make 
immediate connections between the theoretical observations and their 
hands-on application. In general, most of the examples I used in or-
der to make an illustration come alive and ensure its effectiveness are 
drawn from popular plays. While I am aware of the immense value of 
lesser-known experimental play scripts, the existing plays provide easy 
reference and direct access to analysis both in the main body of the 
book and in the Workbook sections. That said, my discussion of seminal 
aspects of directing such as text and scenography includes updated per-
spectives from contemporary forms of theatre making: visual and media 
textualities and the adventurous practices of site-specific and immersive 
theatre are discussed alongside more “traditional” elements of the thea-
tre, as are story, character, dialogue, and actions.
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Structurally, the book focuses on the fundamental tenets that define 
a director’s work from the initial moment of inspiration to preparation 
to rehearsals to opening night, featuring a dual focus on critical con-
cepts, on the one hand, and practical applications utilizing exercises, 
on the other. The division into six chapters roughly follows the work 
of a director from the play’s conception through to the moment a per-
formance is delivered to an audience. The different sections of the book 
are organized in such a way as to suggest the director’s multiplicity of 
roles and the complexity of the directing profession. Therefore, the first 
three chapters (Chapter 1. “Inspiration”, Chapter 2. “Interpretation”, 
and Chapter 3. “Method, Leadership, Collaboration”) analyze the men-
tal steps that inform the director’s understanding of a play, but also dis-
cuss an array of production choices in which the director engages before 
and during rehearsal. Among other things, they discuss the sources of 
directorial inspiration, strategies for motivating actors and spectators, 
point of view, metaphor, and style. They also address the pragmatics of 
such immediate matters as making casting and venue choices, organiz-
ing auditions and rehearsals and facilitating a collaborative spirit, while 
exhibiting a strong sense of leadership. The remaining three  chapters 
(Chapter  4. “Director and Text(uality),” Chapter 5. “Director and 
Stage,” and Chapter 6. “Director and Actor”) concentrate on the direc-
tor’s work with the text, the stage, and the actor, by means of theory, ex-
amples, and recorded analyses of select directing strategies. They detail 
the process of decoding complex dramaturgical coordinates and explore 
the director’s manipulation of space and sound as well as the dialogue 
between the director and the design team, and finally the fascinating 
relationship between director and actor. Each section is accompanied by 
a “Workbook,” which aims to solidify these concepts further into tan-
gible practice. By no means exhaustive or applicable in every rehearsal 
context, the exercises are meant to be suggestions for directing students 
and for practicing directors.

An integral and vital innovation of the book is the Web  Companion. 
Its sections feature the work of international, mostly younger generation 
practitioners of different backgrounds who operate within various in-
stitutions, companies, or budgets. These artists include directors (John 
Collins of award-winning, New York City-based  Elevator  Repair Service, 
Oriza Hirata of Tokyo-based Seinendan, and Lars Lars  Romann Engel of 
Helsinore-based HamletScenen) and actors (Kate Mueth of Neo-Political 
Cowgirls, based in the Hamptons, New York, and New Zealand-based 
Miranda Manasiadis). Set and lighting designers  (Athens-based Athena 
Stourna and New York City-based Maria Cristina Fusté) discuss their 
methodology and process of collaborating with the director. Last but 
not least, directing students from RESAD, the renowned academy of 
drama in Madrid, and Athens-based Vanessa Christodoulou share their 
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work and their thoughts on whether directing can be taught and on what 
makes for a valuable directing education.

In the final analysis, the book envisions the practicalities of economy 
and style. Αnd while Directions for Directing is primarily addressed 
to directors, actors, playwrights, and other theatre artists, one should 
never ignore the numerous and ever supportive theatre aficionados who 
wish to know more about the making of a play and the development of a 
form, following the journey of an art product throughout its tumultuous 
lifespan. In this light, the book is a methodology of staging plays an-
swering to the fundamental questions of why, where, when, and how a 
text can be rendered performance, once an idea strikes you and the skin 
of imagination is torn open. It is a small token of appreciation to every 
theatre-loving person, another gateway to the mysteries of the director’s 
art, the codes, and formulas of the stage.
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