Rehearsals
Chapter 21 – Directing 5th edition / M. Rabiger

The cast is inside the drama looking out. You are on the outside looking in, as the audience will do, so you alone are responsible for dramatic shaping.

Before coming together, the actors and their director thoroughly study the text. This ensures checks and balances so that when actions, motivations, and meanings come under scrutiny, everyone can be usefully partisan. Each actor sees the world of the text mostly from the perspective of his or her own character. Thus, the viewpoints of the different actors often spark new ideas. Not all may be compatible, so the director leads the process of coordinating and reconciling them. You will need to be even-handed, holistic, and speak for the best interests of the project and its general audience.

NAMING THE FUNCTION OF EACH SCENE Like a cog in the gears of a clock, each scene has its optimal place and function. Defining how the piece gathers power, scene by scene, enables you to interpret each scene confidently and to define what momentum it feeds into its successor. Define your scenes with a tag title that names its function and lets you accurately communicate its nature to cast and crew.

DEFINING THE THEMATIC PURPOSE
As director, keep your eye on the authorial thrust, or theme of the whole work (see p. 69). Remember that, as an artwork, your film is a delivery system for ideas and convictions and not just a mirror held up to particular people doing wonderfully realistic things. For a film to deliver on its theme, you must get everyone behind it, and your interpretation must clearly be integral to the screenplay or your cast may reject it.

SETTING UP THE REHEARSAL SCHEDULE
REHEARSAL ORDER AND PRIORITIES FOR SMALL GROUPS
REHEARSAL SPACE

THE TABLE READING AND INTRODUCING THE PROJECT

Now relax and really listen. You begin to see what each cast member brings to the framework that you have set in your motivational opening remarks. Actors like their director to treat them as partners in problem solving, which is at the heart and soul of creativity. They, not you, must develop what motivates their characters, if they are to have a stake in clarifying everything that lies behind the script.

The table reading establishes how each actor sees the piece and how well the nascent characters are fitting together. Expect to get glimpses of where your biggest problems will lie: in particular scenes, in particular actors, or both. Keep an eye open for anyone who seems unduly insecure and might need special support.

SCENE BREAKDOWN SESSIONS
You are now ready to begin developing the piece and testing your ideas through close readings, one scene at a time. Prepare by making a scene breakdown (if you need a refresher, review the essentials of drama in Chapters 3 and 4). Director and actors should read the whole screenplay and do a scene breakdown alone before meeting to discuss what they understand. The object is to use active, present tense language to describe what each character is trying to get, do, or accomplish in relation to the others. Work from the micro toward the macro levels.
· Lines and action
    – Give an action verb tagline to each line or action that defines its subtext. (“I want you to take me seriously.”) Subtexts and their taglines should build logically toward the beat.
    – Subtexts often go unperceived or misperceived by the characters. This helps to inject conflict into their situation, and to charge it with tension.
· Beats
    – Determine where the beats are for each character; that is, at what point does each character have an irreversible change in consciousness of his or her situation? Remember, there may be only one or multiple beats in a dramatic unit.
    – In the script margin, as in, bracket each beat to enclose its beginning escalation, and end, naming the beat with a tagline (such as, “I want you to admit that you don’t love me”).
    – Define what adaptation the character makes by characterizing what he or she does following the dramatic beat. (“Because I see you’re not going to admit what you did, I’m going to tell your father.”)
· Dramatic units
    – Divide the scene into dramatic units. If it has three major beats, it may have three dramatic units.
    – Title each with a distinct dramatic function. (“Lynn sends Olivia on an errand so she can get Terry alone,” “Lynn corners Terry and confronts him in the greenhouse,” etc.)
· Scene crisis
    – Designate the scene’s crisis point (or turning point). It is usually the last dramatic beat.
    – Determine what the result of this crisis point is—what the new direction the character, con-flict or narrative takes.
· Through-lines.
    – As you work through one scene at a time, you should be able to detect the longer and more internal character motivations that follow from scene to scene—the character’s through-line. Like objectives, through-lines are expressed in the first person, using an active verb, and have an immediately assessable result in mind. (Example, “Guillermo wants to earn his son’s respect.”)
As an example, Figure 21-1 is the first page of a scene in which husband and wife get lost while driving in a city’s outskirts. They argue because Tod, typical guy that he is, won’t stop the car to look at the map. The page contains a single dramatic unit with its beat typically marked up in handwriting. The beat comes at the pivotal moment when Tod realizes that he must act differently because Angela is now seriously upset. Each character takes several steps on the way to this moment, and you decide these by extracting their subtexts. The subtext steps ramping up to the dramatic beat are also annotated, each with an interpretative tag. See if you agree that:
· Angela’s first three lines escalate the same subtext, “I’m afraid we’re really lost.”
· Realizing they are indeed lost, her subtext changes to, “We’ve got to get help.”
· Tod downplays her anxiety, pitting his will against hers.
· The dramatic beat comes when he realizes he’s let things go too far.
· A significant action usually accompanies the dramatic beat. Tod’s is to stop the car.
· A new dramatic unit begins.
Trained actors know this work, but the rest of us seldom have the first idea. As a director, work tactfully with your actors until they have planned their character’s intentions and adaptations, moment to moment. This work matters because:
· Effective analysis sets you up to direct the action as a set of clear, actable steps.
· Each new dramatic unit is a new course of action fueled by a new volition and emotion.
· The steps in a character’s consciousness are like a melody that can extend in time only if the notes are sounded in sequence, not all at once.
CHARACTER COMPLEXITY AND “NEGATIVE” CHARACTERS
Be ready to deal with actors wanting to parlay some unpopular (“negative”) trait in their character’s makeup into something, well, more likable. Help your actors see that truth is neither positive nor negative, but simply human and part of the job. The Roman dramatist Terence described his artist’s responsibility thus: “Nothing human is alien to me.” Try telling the actor that unpleasant people, or people who do unpleasant things, don’t think of themselves as bad. They always have an explanation, a good reason for their actions, and this lets you work with the actor to create his character’s explanation—to himself and to the world—where it may be lacking in the script. Even a villain, in his own eyes, is a good person with unpleasant tasks to perform. Few real-life torturers feel remorse; it was a job the authorities said must be done—for national security.
