
DIRECTING TECHNIQUES 
Colleen Sullivan Fall 2018 
Office Location & Phone: Katzen 230, 202-885-1496 PERF-452 
Office Hours: M noon-2:00, W 11:30-1:30 and by appt. Wed, 2:30-5:20 
Best Contact Info: csulliva@american.edu, 516-439-1599   Katzen, Room 154 

TA: Andrew Watring, sw7430a@student.american.edu 

WELCOME TO DIRECTING 
“We’re trying to find something that we want to throw ourselves into, or at, or against, that we don’t fully understand,” 
ventures John Collins, Elevator Repair Service’s founding artistic director. “We’re looking for a problem to solve, an 
experiment to conduct. I think what produces this work is not a rigorous repetition of the process so much as a 
rigorous commitment to a sort of freedom and openness. We try to get ourselves to a place of not knowing. It’s very 
important that we start out on a project with the capacity to discover that project, not with a preconceived idea of 
what it will be.” 

The words of my first directing teacher, “It’s not about you,”  has stuck with me for years. I’ve been following that 
philosophy and practice as a director ever since and it has allowed me a sense of freedom (à la ERS) in my work. I know, it 
may sound contrary. The director, the person in charge, the one who’s supposed to have all the big ideas. But I’d like to 
propose that directing is evolving into a more outward-focused craft where leaders are encouraged to stay open, 
empathetic, to listen and allow for discoveries and inspirations to find them. I’ll suggest that making theater is at its most 
magical and satisfying and non-derivative when it's about collaboration and openness. When it’s about everything else—
the play, the story, the rhythm, the actors, the schedule, the space, the designers, the audience, the world—and most 
importantly, when you the director commit to being vulnerable, to relentlessly seek a human and personal connection, 
with everything and everyone.  Directing theater can be a difficult, mysterious and thrilling endeavor, and sometimes 
seemingly impossible. We’ll unravel it together.  

In Directing Techniques we will focus on both the practice and theory of directing theater. Using in-class exercises and 
Annie Baker’s translation of Anton Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, we will work through a practical, philosophical, and personal 
approach to directing, from preparation to performance. Your work on Uncle Vanya will culminate in a presentation of a 
short scene from Uncle Vanya. We will also explore and learn from directors that came before us and directors currently 
working, as well as storytellers from other artistic worlds.  This will include practicing non-traditional techniques and 
introduction to devising (making it up from scratch). To further broaden our appreciation and understanding of directing 
and making theater, we will see live performances, watch live theater on video, and discuss what we saw, what we felt, and 
what we can learn from other directors as you develop your own personal, intimate approach to directing. Welcome! 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Provides training in the foundations of directing for the theatre by applying various directorial theories, forms of play 
analysis and types of staging to particular scripts.  

MORE INFO 
READINGS   

• The Director’s Craft: A Handbook for the Theatre by Katie Mitchell 
• Uncle Vanya by Anton Chekhov, Annie Baker version, 2014 
• Other readings are either noted on the course outline or I’ll let you know in class. These readings will either be 

available online, or I will provide them or they may be on reserve in the library.  

PERFORMANCES 

A director’s influence on a play is often difficult to detect on stage.  Watching live theater and attempting to articulate 
directorial choices is a critical component to your growth and understanding of directing. We will watch recordings in 
class, but you will also need to see 2 live performances this semester. We will discuss the productions in class. 
 The Crucible, October 4-6, Katzen 
 Pippin, October 18-27, Greenberg 
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REQUIREMENTS & GRADING 

Participation, commitment, preparation         40 pts 

A director must be prepared. More than anyone else in the rehearsal and production meeting room, the director 
has to be ready, and ready to participate, share, listen, give feedback. We will do a lot of in-class work on Uncle 
Vanya as well as other directing exercises. You are expected to attend class, arrive on time, be prepared with any 
assignments, and engage fully in the in-class exercises and discussions. Additionally, I’d like to meet with each of 
you one-on-one, sometime this semester, to check in, and have a chat.  

Uncle Vanya Project           40 pts 

The Uncle Vanya project consists of your Director’s Book and the presentation of a scene from Uncle Vanya. The 
Director’s book is an accumulation of the materials, thoughts, personal insights, homework assignments that you 
have created to prepare to direct Uncle Vanya, your rehearsal notes and final thoughts on your scene presentation. 
This is record of your journey. We will check in and share our book with each other along the way, and at the end of 
the semester you will turn in the whole book. I will return it before the Final exam time. 

Director Research & Presentation          15 pts 

Around mid-term each of you will share your research and insights into a Director, 10 mins max. I’ll provide you a 
list to choose from, which will include Directors from around the world, from various traditions and forms. If you 
have a director or company that you are interested in already, please let me know, you are free to choose your own, 
but we are hoping to have a wide and inclusive variety of directors and forms. Details forthcoming.  

Final: Personal Manifesto           5 pts 

“Manifesto” traces its roots to the Latin manifestum, which means clear or conspicuous.  Manifesto is a declaration 
of one’s beliefs, opinions, motives, and intentions. Yours will be a brief document, in any form or structure, where 
you declares what is important to you, as a director, an artist and a human. Think of it as a medium through which 
your present self can correspond with your future self.  

TOTAL            100 pts 

PERSONAL STANDARDS 
I expect you to arrive to class on time, prepared, ready to work, leave your cell phones behind, be ready take care of each 
other.  We will work a lot in pairs and in groups, so taking care of each other, respecting opinions and ideas, creative 
collaboration is absolutely necessary. Excessive absences and lateness will result in a reduction of your grade.  

If you ever have any trouble understanding expectations or assignments or activities, please let me know. Find me, let’s 
talk, I care a great deal about not leaving anybody behind. Come by my office hours anytime or let’s set up a time to talk. I 
work hard to practice the same levels of engagement, contribution, and responsibility that I expect from each of you.  

ACADEMIC STANDARDS 
We will observe and embrace American University’s Academic Integrity Code. http://www.american.edu/academics/
integrity/code.cfm 
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COURSE OUTLINE 
The Course Outline is an expectation of the pace, topics, and experiences of the course. If we find that we need to spend 
more time on some concepts or move more quickly through others, or our group dynamic takes us on a detour, we will 
adapt the schedule as needed. HW is homework that is due that day. All is not listed on the syllabus but will be announced 
in class the week before. It may or may not be something that will go in your DB (Director’s Book)  

Week 1 |  Aug 29  Intro to Course 

Week 2  | Sept 5    Responding to the Text 
• HW: The First Read: General Beauty questions 
• READ Uncle Vanya 
• READ from Anne Bogart’s A Director Prepares, “Violence” and “Terror” on BB 

Week 3 |  Sept 12   Characters & Scenes 
• READ: The Director’s Craft, Chapter 1 
• HW: Facts & Questions List for the entire play, brief Character Bios 
• Choose the Director you will research and present for Oct 10 

Week 4 | Sept 19  The Playwright & The Idea 
• READ The Director’s Craft, Chapter 2 and 3 
• HW: Author Research & The Idea 

Week 5 | Sept 26  Preparing the Script  
• READ The Director’s Craft, Chapter 4 
• HW: Name the acts, Find the Events 
• BRING in your DB binder, notebook, etc. How are you documenting your Uncle Vanya 

thoughts, notes, prep, etc. If you’re using a mostly-computer arrangement, bring that. 
NOTE: you should be documenting and commenting on everything – a modus 
operandi that began in Week 1. 

Week 6 | Oct 3    The Production Team 
• READ The Director’s Craft, Chapter 6 
• HW Source material, Design, Lighting, Sound ideas 
• Choose the scene from Uncle Vanya you’ll direct 

Week 7  | Oct 10   Director Research Presentations  

Week 8 | Oct 17    Working with Actors 
• READ The Director’s Craft, Chapter 7 & 8 
• HW: Dream Cast for Uncle Vanya 
• Start rehearsals outside of class, continue to week 14 
• Acting exercises 

Week 9  | Oct 24   Rehearsals - Working with Actors 
• READ The Director’s Craft, Chapter 9 
• Acting Exercises 
• HW Start Rehearsal logs for each rehearsal 
• Bring in your DB binder, share something with us from it 

Week 10 | Oct 31   Rehearsals - Working with Scenes & Space 
• READ Director’s Craft Chapter 11 
• Staging, Space, Architecture 

Week 11  | Nov 7   Devising Techniques 
• READ Devising TBA 
• Continue rehearsals outside of class 
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Week 12 | Nov 14   Rehearsals   
• Rehearsals in class and outside class 

Week 13 | Nov 21  THANKSGIVING BREAK - NO CLASS 

Week 14 | Nov  28   Uncle Vanya Presentations - Group 1 

Week 15 | Dec 5   Uncle Vanya Presentations - Group 2 

Wed, December 12  FINAL 
    Personal Manifesto due by 5:00pm 
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