
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GUIDE TO DIRECTING 
 Your handy guide for directing in Durham. 

  



 

We are thrilled that you are thinking of directing a show. Whether it’s an idea that 
you’ve just had, or a lifetime dream, here is some handy tips for directing in Durham. 
This useful guide is here to help your production reach its maximum potential.  
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The Role of the Director 
As a director you are at the forefront of the theatrical decision making and should work 
in tandem with the producer to accomplish this. As a director, although it means 
creatively you do have the final say, you should strive to work collaboratively with your 



 
producer and tech director. They will have valuable creative input which will be important 
to create a unified vision and production team.  

 

Picking a show 
Sometimes you might be applying to put on a certain play, sometimes it might be you 
applying to direct a particular production and other times it may be your choice from the 
beginning. Either way the most crucial thing is that it is something that you truly believe 
in. Directing takes up an incredible amount of time and effort and you have to make 
sure that you see the value in what you are putting on and have a directing vision for 
what you want it to look like the end. Having the strong belief in your play gets you 
through the stress of production week!  

Your Vision 
There have been thousands of Hamlets of the centuries. If you decide to stage a 
production of Hamlet for instance - what makes your production unique? What particular 
themes do you want to emphasize. In other words – what are you trying to say.  

Every production, arguably, has a core to it. For instance, Hamlet is about seeking 
revenge and understanding to the nature of his father’s murder with the themes of 
philosophy, death, madness and manipulation. But does Hamlet have to be a man? 
Does it have to be set in 1400 Denmark? 

Research  
Once you’ve found a show you’ve fallen in love with, know it backwards! As a director 
you are the source of knowledge for the piece and have to be able to understand not 
only the plot, but historical research, characters intentions, characters backgrounds etc... 
The attention to detail of your knowledge and research often will produce the best 
performance. For instance, if your character has a cigarette, given the period, would they 
use matches or a lighter?   



Professional Tip  

Make a list of the facts you know about the play, characters and story. Next make a list 
of everything you don’t know about the play, characters. The facts you probably want to 
stick to – but try to come up with answers for the other questions.  

 
 

Auditions and callbacks 
Ideally, auditions should take place six weeks before production week at the very latest 
and they tend to be held in Elvet Riverside. This is normally booked out by the 
producer, although it is up to you to pick out the pieces that will bring out the best in 
the auditionee’s. Pick monologues where you are looking for something in the character. 
Most monologues will have what is called ‘the turn’ or auditions is the most used and 
best tactic. This gives the auditionee the opportunity to impress you and allows the actor 
to stay in their comfort zone. 

You can really find what you’re looking for in callbacks. You can certainly be more 
adventurous in these, allowing actors to perform duologues, interpret actions for 
themselves or practice scenes with potential cast members.  

Remember! 

 Always cast for the good of the production. Whoever suits the part best, should get that 
part. Be wary of your own unconscious bias and treat every auditionee on their 
performance in the room. 

 Be approachable to the auditionee, chances are they are very nervous so make them feel 
comfortable and speak to them personally before they begin. 

 Also re-direct the actor once they have read the part through once. It is important to see 
how actors respond to direction. This also allows an opportunity to test their limits and 
makes it worth their time if they have been waiting to be called in!  

 Try not to pre-cast a play too much in your mind on the first day of auditions. It is Important 
to keep your options open right until the end of callbacks. 

 Often actors audition for many things at once, so consider backup actors should any cast 
member turn down your offer or drop out (it’s more common than it sounds!) 

 Always cast racially-blind and try to cast gender-blind unless it is made clear in the rights 
agreement that this isn’t the case.  

 Always take notes – these will be important for feedback which you should offer (should 
they want it) to any rejected actor.  

 



 

Read through 
Having a read through with the full cast ticks the box for one of the most exciting 
moments as a director. It is the first time that you get to see your cast in full and hear 
what it will sound like. 

If you have a large cast perhaps try some warm up games or interaction exercises. This 
should give quieter members of your company the opportunity to open up. Don’t panic if 
the read through doesn’t go to plan or if someone reads a character wrongly. It is your 
job to iron out these issues in rehearsals, so don’t be too hard on anyone. 

Rehearsals 
Everyone has busy lives in Durham, either with their degrees or even more 
extracurricular activities! At the read through come up with a rehearsal schedule that fits 
with the room bookings and is convenient for all your cast. Always be wary of time, if 
you have a quick turnaround of a production the more rehearsals you’ll need. Planning 
rehearsals is key. Be prepared to let the actors know in advance what you’ll be going 
over with them so they know what to prepare and gives them a chance to look through 
the script. Only ask the actors you need for the scenes you are rehearsing to come to 
rehearsal, otherwise you are just wasting your actors’ time when they aren’t needed. 

Make sure that you mark out blocking in your mind before hand, although be flexible 
knowing this might change depending on the actors and the feasibility of the staging. 
Before blocking, always be aware of the staging you are setting it in. Drawing diagrams 
often helps to get a clear view in your mind of what you want the stage to look like and 
how you want the scenes to unfold. Although being prepared is important – it is always 
best to let the actors surprise you. It is very likely they will also come up with blocking 
suggestions or question yours. Make sure you have an open dialogue about these and 
work for the best of the play. 

Set realistic aims of actors being off script. Don’t forget, being firm but fair is the best 
policy.  

Above all – rehearsals should be engaging and fun!  



Professional tip 

All professional shows rehearse in a space roughly the same size as the stage. The 
DSM marks this out often with tape on the floor to make sure all of the actors are 
aware of the size of the playing space. This makes transferring rehearsing to stage – 
much easier.  

Professional tips 

Work on blocking a section and then allow the actors to perform it. Call everyone 
together to give notes. These shouldn’t be a list of every time they didn’t’ follow your 
direction, it instead is suggestions to change, or questions as to why they moved or 
reacted a certain way – what were they thinking.  

Venue 
You will probably have an idea of where you want to stage your production and will 
hopefully have it secured before auditions and rehearsals. Ultimately, everything will 
depend on your venue: its location, its capacity and its staging area. Think about what 
you want to achieve by your location; a grand hall, a dungeon, a hospital, a bedroom, 
the possibilities are endless! Make sure this is booked well in advance and if possible 
arrange for rehearsals in the space. 

Try and ensure your production fits the venue, it can be incongruous to have a period 
Hamlet take place in a modern university lecture theatre.  

Producer Relations 
Your producer is your right hand (wo)man! 

It is vital that you are able to work together and have a shared creative vision. The 
producer tends to be responsible for the shows as well as sourcing props and costumes, 
although it is important to speak to your producer and have a conversation about your 
vision for the play. The best partnerships between producer and director is when they 
are both entirely on board with the same prodcution and working towards the shared 
goal. 

Your producer is just as important as you and it is key to treat them with respect.  



 
 

Technical Director Relations 
Once you are sorted with a producer, make sure you get a technical director! 

This is a must! You cannot put on a show with just the two of you, you will need a 
techie, who will be an invaluable member of the production team from the start. 

The technical director is the real wizard who can make the magic happen on stage. 
Make sure they are also sharing your same artistic vision and allow them to be creative 
with how to achieve this. If the technical director says it can’t be done. Listen to them, 
they are nearly always right! 

Be aware that even though you as a cast may have been rehearsing for weeks and are 
very close, it is key to extend the same hand of friendship to your technicians who tend 
to only join for the production week. The technicians will probably know the name of all 
of the actors – so make sure your actors return the kindness. They are not your minions, 
they are also students, giving up their time for your production and so you need to give 
them a great deal of respect and include them from the beginning in group socials.  

They are, arguably, the most valuable members of your team.  

Assistant Director  
It can be lonely in the rehearsal room as the director making the only decision. It is 
therefore incredibly useful to have a second opinion for a assistant director. They may 
vary in experience, but offering the opportunity for someone to shadow your work creates 
the directors of the future.  

Make sure you delegate, give them responsibility to run sections or lines with the actors 
while you are concentrating on something else and listen to their opinions.  

Production Week 
Expect and tell your whole cast that this will be all evenings that week and will run late 
into the night. It is important to manage your expectations and keep a cool head during 
this. The show will go on, no matter how many mini catastrophes go your way! 



Get-in - This the day you get into your venue. This is when the technical director will 
come alive in order to set up everything for the week. 

Rigging – This is the positioning of all of the lights and sound to make sure everything 
is where it needs to be. 

Focusing – this is making sure that all of the lights which are up are pointing in the 
right directing. 

Programming – This is the cue-to-cue of all of the show’s tech queus and running the 
sections to make sure the light transitions are in the right position and timied properly. 
This is not the time to direct the actors or expect them to perform better – this is merely 
a walk through at half speed  

Tech rehearsal – This will be running the whole show and focusing on the tech aspects.  

Dress rehearsal – This is run as if it is a performance, with no interruptions from 
anyone. If anything goes wrong – pick it up at the end in notes and let the show carry 
on. Make sure you take publicity pictures during this.  

First Night – This is the first night of your production. It is also the time you will get 
most reviews in. 

Get-out -  This is your as a production wrapping up the show and ensuring everything 
is out of the venue. This includes taking down any set, clearing the space and de-
rigging.  

Wrap Party – the aftershow party where you can all celebrate! 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this. We are extremely keen for you to 

get as involved as possible and enjou your time directing with Durham Student Theatre.  
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