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Throughout this workbook I will take you on the journey of my experience taking on my final director’s project. This booklet will step by step highlight and evidence my process, coupled with my influences, proven techniques, successes, and learnings. 
My process begins right at the very beginning, choosing a play. I had a few thoughts on this and with a small bit of freedom, I considered words of director Laura Wyth. “If you can choose which play to direct at your theatre, weigh this decision carefully. It must be both a story you want to tell and one you can tell effectively with the resources you have.” (Laura Wyth, 2019) which was outlined in her piece “Less is more” gave clarity on what I have been considering throughout my entire MA of what I would do at this point. So, it had to be something I enjoyed, a story I wanted to tell, with the resources I have! Wyth mentions how unprepared she was going into Godspell for her piece from not having these things set in her head. For me, I know that my strength would lay in a story for children, so this is where my journey starts.
Fortunately, I have been given the chance to create and direct a show for children at a local resort, and this Is where my project will centre; Acting as producers in this role they are putting up the money for the show for a very specific target demographic of which I am experienced! 
Instead of having the freedom to choose my own specific script. I was to be part of a collaborative team to feedback and impact the creating of a script alongside the artistic director for the show Liam Hewer. Hewer has bounds of experience writing for the company and is a trusted member of their creative team. When looking at his background, he is someone that helped create the entertainments team on resort when they were first starting over 10 years ago. His influences are very clear, he is a family man of the local area to the resort, Pembrokeshire, with 3 children. Over the years when performing his scripts as an actor, I have seen these adapt as the age of his children have. It’s been clear that they have a great impact on him as a writer and creator. He also has an incredible love for interactive shows, and thus this has become an imperative tool used in all the companies major shows. This has been demonstrated in many of his creations, such as his first “major” show “The little Mer elf”, where a lot of the creation was based on audience participation. Perhaps this was most prominent when talking with Mark Jermin, another local director who when describing Hewers ideas stated “if Liam could have his way, an audience member would be the main character”. It’s clear audience interactive would be something essential to include in my to fit the brief of the producer.
When creating a script, we first were looking at a show named “Hoot”! This centred around an animatronic owl who lived deep inside the woods with magical woodland fairy and hobbit. Our initial look for this show can be seen in the drawings in figure 1:
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Figure 1. (Liam Hewer, 2023)
Figure 1, drawn by Hewer shows how we initially worked on the scrip. This was a new way of working for me as a director. What we often do is start with the text and use that as Katie Mitchell eludes “position the text as the arbiter between yourself and the actor if there is any disagreement” (Mitchell, 2009, p.120), with no text to mediate, it would be using Hewer directly to mediate, until the text was complete. It was very clear right from the off that Liam would be very hands on. Which got me thinking about an interview I came across on “The American Theatre wing”. Here three directors, Sharyl Kaller, Pam Mackinnon and Stephen Woodworth were talking about the process and collaboration. During this they mentioned working with playwrights. There were many shared ideas between them. It often can depend on who the playwright is, how open they are, and how involved they want to be, but also about managing that in the rehearsal room. Woodworth states “It’s not always a case of being able to interpret the play the way it feels right to us, we have to interpret the play the way the playwright feels.” (Woodsworth, 2012) So, in my case it was important to talk through all of Hewers crazy ideas, and manage that expectation, as you can see above in his drawing, there was suggestions of a small rock pool on one side of the stage. As amazing and interactive as that might be, for me it would hamper the story, and focus of what was happening on stage. 5-year-olds would be for sure engrossed by that element of reality in the woodland we would try to create, but they then wouldn’t follow the story we wanted to tell. Luckily for me, Hewer wasn’t going to be a part of the rehearsals, Kaller explained in her interview that during one show she had to work with a  writer, and she had to get another member of the team elsewhere in the company to “get him out of , the room, he was stifling the actors” (Kaller, 2012) so it is still important to consider the story that playwright is wanting to tell, but also having the ability to remove them from the rehearsal if they are preventing the project from progressing in the way you would like. 
As we worked through creating this show, although I didn’t necessarily have the words at this stage, I had a clear idea on what my vision for the show would be. I had a clear target demographic to work off. I had characters to start thinking of, and the world we were creating. And I had this clear idea that to encapsulate that key interactive element that I wanted our set to not only stand on the stage but wrap itself towards the audience. 
With all those details starting to take place, the show then took a different turn. Luckily, it wasn’t a huge u turn, and those elements of my vision would remain unchanged. However, the show was now not based around hoot, but a new character called Teddy Blue. This was a change by the producer who now instead of creating one show for this target demographic wanted 5 shows across the whole year based around a familiar character, this Teddy. 
For this, Hewer had created a new proposal that included a few key changes. The first, was that the Teddy the show would be centred around, was to be a puppet. The next was that he really wanted the shows to include an educational aspect and that he wanted the teaching & learning technique of STEAM to be heavily involved throughout.
This new change then informed my next stage of research.
As part of this project, I was undertaking many challenges that I have had little experience in. The bulk of what I do has been creating theatre for children, that is entertaining and fun! This has come easy to me over the years but has often been informed through my own experience as a performer and director of productions of this manner. However, if we look at stanislavskis pyramid, I’d be showing only the tip of the iceberg, without the detail to go with it mostly due to somewhat unachievable timeframes to put this work together. This project however was to involve some bigger ideas with the introduction of using child development working with the STEAM education structure, and puppetry.  
Looking at puppetry- this artform was known to be around at least 600 years ago. Puppets came in many forms, but their most popular when they first broke onto the scene were both marionettes and hand puppets, often this was due to their ease of transportation, they “were very portable, making them popular with travelling minstrels and other medieval entertainers.” As written in Victoria & Albert Museum, History of puppets article (Hereafter V&A, 2019) 
Puppets were used both as entertainment forms but also to preach religion and play their part in politics, even to this day you can see the famous punch and Judy “can be found flouting political correctness around the country” (V&A, 2019) As also mentioned in the previous article. V&A also mention when puppets moved into a different demographic, one that is of much more significance to this project. As well as performing in various working men’s clubs, and night clubs, puppeteering started to move into the children’s space. This was around the 1950s puppetry gave birth to famous characters such as lady Penelope, Bill & Ben and Bazil brush! 
So, what was it all about, and why has this artform stood the test of time? Speaking on “The American Theatre Wing” Douglas Stritch explains how his enjoyment of the artform comes from “fooling the audience” He explains this as being “magic” (Stritch, 2016). This is something that relates to what I’m looking to create with our show. We are aiming to fool 5-year-olds (which is no mean feat) into believing our bear is alive and real. Frodhart, a performance partner of Stitch in the Swedish marionette puppet company also goes on to explain, why audiences identify sometimes even more with these types of shows as it “requires the audience to use their own imagination which engages them”. (Frodhart, 2016)  For me this is an important thing to take away from this research, everything that I want to achieve is summed up in that line. We really aim to have both adults and children leaving with the ability to use their own imagination. Something the head creative wants us to achieve with the show, and in turn the puppet, is to have families leave the theatre to get their own bear, with this bear, we want them all to feel like they can be the voice of it, they can be their own puppeteer. 
This same thought, and reasoning for our love of puppets as audience members is also backed up by Basil Jones and Adrian Kohler, of Handspring puppet theatre company. Here both mention how puppets can arguably transport audiences to a different place more so than an actor. Kohler specifically mentions how audiences are captivated because “a puppet can re-invent the ordinary”. (Kohler, 2011) By this her refers to a puppet doing mundane tasks, like just standing and walking, or pointing. Audience see this as the puppet doing this for the first time, like their taking their first steps. They relate to it; Kohler says they do so because even to us as humans “we know how hard it is just to catch the train in the morning” (Kohler, 2011) - We as audience members show empathy towards it. 
For my project, I’m working with performers who are going to have none, or very little puppet experience. So, for me it’s important, to workshop some of this puppeteering through rehearsal. For this I had to know some basic principles when looking at puppetry. The National Theatre offered some great information here during their Gyre and Gimble workshops. Here, Toby Olié and Finn Caldwell explain puppet essentials. There are Breath, Focus, and weight. Their workshop is mainly focussed on a three-person puppet. In our show, this will be a puppet operated by a single performer, however for me the principles still apply. This heavily influenced my rehearsal plan as you can see and gave me some great ideas on getting the performers to think of our puppet as a more three-dimensional character. (Caldwell and Olié, 2015)
Some other influences on my plan, however, came from Neil Bartlett. Barlett explains in his workshop “thinking puppet” there are many things to consider when puppeteering. This centered around where the thinking comes from. Is the thinking coming from the puppet to the performer, or is the performer thinking for the puppet? Does the puppet hear the lines, or does the performer? All are questions that don’t necessarily have a right answer but are important to consider for the puppeteer. Bartlett also sheds light on the entire body of the puppet. (Bartlett, 2011) This I find extremely helpful. When working with puppets in the past, I’ve found that stillness is just not a great way to go, especially with the kind of puppets we specifically work with. There are moments however, where stillness can work,  for example it’s great in my experience for things like comedic affect, however, at times when a puppet it still, they look completely lifeless. Finn Cadwell who also features in this workshop offers up a brilliant thought that it is to consider the entirety of the body of the puppet, as “the feet start offer just as many thoughts as the head” (Caldwell, 2011)
Another part of this project that I needed to consider was the requirement from the business for this show to include educational aspects. A chance for the younger guests to learn through theatre. For this we were keen to look at the STEAM education framework.
STEAM is a learning theory thought up by educator Georgette Yakman, the framework is around learning through science, technology, engineering, arts and maths, but exploring these subjects in a more practical and fluid way. The framework recognises the fast-paced world we now live in, and allows learning to me more hands on and adaptable as life is outside of education. Yakman says in her presentation on STEAM, it was important to her to “find a framework for teaching…that was more representative of how people learn naturally, but still could be combines with the public education centre”. (Yakman, 2012)
The main 4 elements of STEAM attributes to the future leaders and innovators of the world, so it’s important to teach children early on of those subjects. Its interesting to see how they deal with different challenges based around the framework, for example in Natalie Bent and Denhue Harris piece on STEAM, they talk about the simple task of sinking or floating and how it “may just look like they’re playing in water but they’re carefully considering whether the item will sink or float” (Bent and Harris, 2022). They take each task as a challenge and analyse and learn from their findings. 
So, how could we apply this to our show, with Teddy Blue? For this we were looking at adding some interactive elements. Things that children would find interesting to play with, looking at each section of the framework. For our knight school story, we looked at the challenge section of the script for working as a team and how that might work. This we thought could work best by challenging each team to build their own castle walls! Once built we gave them the option to tear them down using cannon fire! This would be a great way to pull on that engineering side of the STEAM framework.

Production meeting
During Production meetings we collaborated with me as the director, our lighting and sound technician, producers, and head creative (set designer). Here is where we discussed what we wanted the space to look like for the first time. 
To highlight the key findings, we worked with pictures to visualize. The idea of this was to ensure we were all fully on the same page I ensured I “establish a common language with the people in your creative team…This means spending time together, sharing images, sounds or music.”  as mentioned by Katie Mitchell (2009). We got to work on imagery, creating collages of drawing/visuals.
We had many different elements.
Directing a show in an ever-adapting business, it will always present challenges. With it fully decided before this meeting that the show would be changing from Hoot, it meant we also now had some timescale issues to tackle.
The show, now aimed at under 5s, gave birth to Teddy Blue. Teddy Blue contains a challenging character which is a puppet, so apart from me also having to research around puppeteering, we also had to make the puppet! Working with the designer, we had a solid idea of how we wanted the puppet to look at operate, but we had to have it made, something that couldn’t be done in house.
Outsourcing was the only way, and even with contacts in various places, there would be time constraints. And this was true in this case.
This meant that whilst working on Teddy Blue, we also had to work on an initial show to take its place whilst we awaited the puppets arrival. 
This other show would have to be simple, it would have to use elements from the Teddy Blue show, as to not waste time on designing two different sets, and we’d have to be clever to ensure we could maybe use some of our other set pieces from previous shows!
This meant we could use elements of this backdrop in this new show and keep it close to what would be happening once Teddy Blue arrive. 
When looking at the how the set would develop, I was already starting to visualise and picture the performers in the space. It was important to consider all elements discovered from my initial responses to the text. I had to be clear in my mind where each entrance/exit was leading to. For example, as our set conversations progressed, it was decided we would still stick with original ideas from hoot such as the book, and central piece, rainbow tree. The book was decided to be where the stories are born, each time a new character was brought in they would appear from the book! We would also have the central tree that would eventually house hoot. It was important here to think about how hoot would feature. With him being stationed in a tree, he would have to be on stage and involved at all times. Yes, in many pieces, having all characters on stage at all times can work. For example I was in a show before, an adaptation of franz Kafka’s the trial, here it made perfect sense to have all actors on stage throughout, as it made the us feel as though the central character was “on Trial”. In this case, we would have been stuck with a lifeless bird in a tree! Which for an under 5s show would not have been what we were going for. We had to make adaptions to this design for it to include workable doors. This meant the character could leave and return to the set when required. Working in this way really consolidated Mitchell’s thoughts to me, that even in the design stage you’ll find you’re making the “first steps that the director makes towards arranging the actors…Indirectly, you are already starting to direct the play”. (Mitchell, 2009) Which I was, I was filling in gaps, and answering questions from my questions sheets from initial responses to the text.
It was also now important to consider in the designing stage how this “one set “would now work for 5 shows/stories we were going to be telling in these areas. Pam Mackinnon once had a similar experience as mentioned on American theatre wing where she had 3 different short plays by the same writer, she had to have “one space working for each play” and so had a real challenge for her designer. She was very keen on keeping the essence of each play within the design, however, was In frequent contact with her designer about specifics like a fridge as she mentioned, so having these shows in the same set was going to be a challenge. (Mackinnon, 2012) When designing it was important to us that any changes to the set were quick and easy to achieve. What we decided was that, each story was designed around are same character Teddy Blue, so the set had to be somewhere he would frequent. This had us answering questions such as where Teddy Blue would live, and it was clear it was in this forest. The show being what it was, had us looking at other famous bears, such as Paddington, or what we found most fitting Pooh! Pooh lived in the 100-acre wood, and had similar friends to teddy blue, such as owl. This led us to deciding that actually Teddy Blue could live in our centre piece, which was the tree, and actually the story book, much like in Winne the Pooh would be a key part of our shows in what our next story would be. 
It was decided that those main pieces would stay the same, and we could set the scene of each show with a simple backdrop change to pay homage to the companies 5 seasons that they decorate their resort around throughout the year. This would help push our stories along also as you can see below: magic show, knight school, summer party and pumpkin patch:
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Figure 2
Rehearsal Plan
	Rehearsal Plan

	Day
	Item
	Detail

	Day One
	Introductions
	Getting to know you! -Small game to do so, What's your name and favourite?

	 
	My background
	Introduce myself and set out some ways in which I work. Show coffee & tea station.

	 
	Create Room Energy
	Physical Warm up

	 
	Feeling Fun
	Play "Fun Game" to get performers used to being silly in the space. Such as king of the jungle, or impressions etc.

	 
	Read through
	Organise read-through of script with the team

	 
	 
	Time for thoughts on the script

	 
	 
	Explore thoughts on characters, what do we know about them, what do we think of them?

	 
	Picture perfect
	Let's get creative. Everyone will play every character, and I would like you give everyone the freedom to give their own spin on this. But let’s see if we have any similarities in our original thoughts. Draw characters.

	 
	 
	dot drawings around the room and allow reflection time on each

	 
	 
	Feedback, and place drawings on the walls

	 
	 
	 

	 
	Creating our world
	We've got initial thoughts on our characters, now let's gather some initial thoughts on our world. Again, lets draw out the world in which these characters live. The script tells us we visit 4 places. Lets see what those 4 look like, these don't need to be perfect pieces of arts, lets just see what they look like in your heads

	 
	 
	Feedback, and place drawings on the walls

	 
	bringing it together
	Based on what we've come up with, I want you to now choose a character to play with in the space (we'll do this a few times) consider, who you are, where you live, what you do for a living, the people you are around most, and start having conversation with each other.

	 
	Hot seat form
	Characters will then gather around, I'll probe them for answers using questions about their characters back story and the world they live in.

	 
	Feedback and develop further
	Homework- To think about our target audience, watch some Cbeebies

	Day Two
	Return to action check-in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are mentally

	 
	Research check-in
	Did everyone manage to watch something. What stuck out to them as a re-occurring themes with these shows. Was there anything they found interesting or helpful. Was there anything unhelpful, or anything they didn’t like? -Take these thoughts, and stick them to the wall

	 
	Physical Warm up
	Physical Warm up

	 
	Re-visit the world
	Everyone goes around the room and re look at initial responses to the text they made yesterday. Take a post it note, if there is anything to add, anything that you may of slept on or popped out at you in a dream that you feel would be helpful at this point.

	 
	 
	start thinking about a new character in the space. And revisit yesterday’s exercise, of starting to feel that world and the people in it. 

	 
	Improvisations
	For this exercise, to help solidify those thoughts further about these characters their back story and the world. I will give scenarios for groups to work on. These could be- Prepare a birthday party for Teddy Blue- The rainbow tree has fallen - The Teddy Blue crew no longer believe in Teddy Blue... The scenarios don’t need to be specific, just a starting point to help us on our road to discovery.

	 
	Feedback and develop further
	Any new discoveries? Swap groups and re-do with different scenarios.

	 
	Teddy Blue
	Teddy Blue is our main character and will be for many shows to come. So let’s really get some scope as to who he is, and specifically his role on resort… does he have a specific job, is he new to the resort, his first time here, has he been here from the start? What do we think about him?

	 
	Feedback
	Stick it to the wall!

	 
	The Script-Do we know
	Let’s return to the script here, and compile a list of facts and questions, what we know, what we don’t know specifically from the script

	 
	Have we answered any
	Using the wall of wonder that now surrounds us, is there anything the script doesn’t give us, that we may now of answered?

	 
	Feedback & discuss
	Allow debate for if we have successfully agreed on questions answered, leave an unanswered

	Day 3
	Check in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are m

	 
	Warm-up
	Physical Warm up

	 
	Address the room
	Chance to go around the room, re-digest our ideas for the show. Allow any additions

	 
	Music!
	Allow our MD to take to the room and introduce Teddy Blues songs. Vocal warm-up and song teach

	 
	Choreography
	Choreograph simple moves that children can copy. Work with Dance captain in the room to come up with relevant dances. Utilise the creatives in the room to filter into these, especially with their discoveries playing part in these,

	 
	 
	Rehearse and look to perfect songs and dances

	Day 4 (Afternoon)
	Check in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are mentally

	 
	Warm-up
	Physical Warm up- Re-cap dances for songs

	 
	Puppet workshop
	See "puppet workshop plan" for detail

	Day 5
	Check in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are mentally

	 
	Physical Warm up
	Physical Warm up- Re-cap dances for songs

	 
	Blocking
	Stage marked out on rehearsal floor prior to rehearsal

	 
	 
	Performers walked through set, and explained where certain things are placed, and give them chance to get a feel for the area.

	 
	Dances
	Stage dances in the performance area

	 
	Blocking
	Work through scene by scene blocking

	Day 6
	Check in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are mentally

	 
	Warm-up Physical
	Physical warm-up

	 
	 
	Vocal Warm up

	 
	Wall Re-visit
	A chance to re-visit our walls probably before the final time before going to the theatre stage

	 
	Blocking
	Finish off any blocking needed

	 
	Props/SFX/Costume
	Allow performers to start rehearsing with the aforementioned. SM to tech as we start to roughly run the show.

	 
	Stop/Start run
	This run will be run with me stopping and re-starting where I feel needed. This will be not huge performance notes, and mainly stops focussed on incorrect blocking. However, any stops that happen to be at a time a performance note can be it will be 

	 
	First full run
	Fully run show (with lower expectations) and take notes

	 
	Feedback
	Feedback and give notes

	 
	 
	** Important to note that I require all performers in the space whilst others perform, this is primarily due to them all playing every part, so everyone will need to hear each note

	 
	Run show with different cast
	Repeat above until end of the day

	Day 7
	Check in
	Check in with everyone. Give a feelings scale, on where we are all at today, and allow everyone that moment to understand how everyone is feeling today. It’s important to understand that every day someone is in a different place in terms of how they are mentally

	 
	Warm-up
	Physical and Vocal Warm-up

	 
	Technical run
	Run in theatre, with tech all in place. Include any tech adjustments during this run. Feedback any blocking changes due to adapting to space if needed. Problem solve any issues

	 
	Dress Run
	Run show, taking notes

	 
	 
	Feedback any notes

	 
	 
	Repeat with alternative casts and repeat as above. 



Figure 3- My rehearsal Plan

	A Brief introduction to puppetry 

	Time
	Item
	Detail

	1300-1330
	Short introduction to puppetry- And Warm Up
	Give a short overview of puppetry. Explain importance of us carrying out workshop. Explain how it is an artform and that we should respect it as such and not just expect to be excellent at it from jumping into a puppet the first time.

	 
	 
	Physically post-lunch re-warm up. Do this through re-cap of Teddy Blue dances previously rehearsed and choreographed. Add in short stretch sections

	1330-1430
	Principles of puppetry
	1. Breathing, making the character look alive, how can we show that physically, what else does utilising a puppets breath give us?

	 
	 
	2. Focus, the importance of cleat focusses of the character, where are they looking, how much does something interest them. Our focus as performers, how do we not de-tract

	 
	 
	3. Weight, the character needs to feel weight, they're on planet earth, they have gravity too!? How can we show this through our movements, how does the puppet navigate its's muscles

	 
	Ex 1
	Practise walking around with your puppet, in groups, feedback to each other on if you can see the 3 principles!

	 
	 
	Allow for feedback from groups, is there anything else they could be doing? Use this moment to bring in "thoughts in your feet" how can we use even the feet of Teddy Blue to show he's alive?  Consider simplicity- Puppet audiences are most impressed with puppets that can clinically undertake simple tasks, like, shifting their weight to stand up, or in Teddy Blues case, going downstairs (Blake is great at)

	 
	Re-play ex one with those pointers
	 

	 
	Ex 2
	No come up with a simple move that we as humans can undertake quite simply. It could be throwing a tennis ball, it could be bending down to pick something up, it could be anything, playing football! Who knows!

	 
	Feedback
	How many of the principles did we see?

	1430-1530
	Feeling a puppet!
	Great, so that’s some simple work on getting a puppet moving. If we get those principles down, our lovely Teddy Blue will be a believable young bear! However, that was him on his own. How does he react with one of you? 

	 
	Ex 1
	For the purpose of this exercise, let’s work on some silent scenes. I want you to have a come up with a scene that would be a normal interaction for humans…. It could be, a dance, it could be a date, it could be a walk in the deep dark woods. 

	 
	Feedback
	Remember the principles- Swap operatives

	 
	Feedback
	We'll keep working on these as we move through Teddy Blue rehearsals. If we had more time, we could work on so much more! 



Figure 4- My puppet workshop plan influenced by research above.
Preparing the Script
With everything now in place, we could progress onto working on the script!
Our story was based around one character exploring through the woods to collect magic to show one of his best friends and have a party. And so, I started to dissect the script.
I did this in line with some of the methods already used in my previous projects from Katie Mitchell. As this project was solely focused on an under 5s show, for me it was deciding whether any of these methods would still be transferrable and work in the same way as approaching a script for a straight play. But actually, it was very helpful to work in this same way. 
The main aspect of Mitchell’s approach to “organising early responses to the text” I used was her focus on “place” and “Character Biography’s”, and compiling facts & questions about both.
“Prepare the Geography of the production by putting all the facts about place…..onto a separate piece of paper”(Mitchell, 2009 p.21)
“Next, transfer the remaining questions about place onto another list”(Mitchell, 2009 p.21)
	Facts
	Questions

	Place
	

	We are in a forest
	Where is it?-Answer Below

	The forest is in the magical Wild Wood
	Where is this?- This  should be a destination on the resort

	There is a river running through the Wild Wood
	

	The wood contains a magical tree
	Does this hold significance in the story?

	It snows in the wood
	Is it Winter?-Answer Below

	The Season is Winter Lights
	This is one of Bluestones 5 seasons. Its all about magic, lights, and story

	There is a section where it is night time/The forest gets dark
	

	
	



“Put all the facts about character on a separate sheet” <pg25>
	Character
	Questions

	Host
	

	Looking for adventure
	Why?- Adventurous character

	Part of the “woody Wildling crew”
	

	Great friends with Buzby
	

	
	

	Buzby
	

	Woody Wildling
	

	Loves Honey
	

	Knows Winter Lights magic is hard to find
	Collected before?

	Best friends with Huwie & Lola, who he wants to surprise
	

	
	

	Gwyn
	

	Lives in the snow
	

	Has a cold
	

	Dreams of being warm
	Is Gwyn lonely? Does he have many or any friends?

	
	


Figure 5- My initial facts and questions sheet.
Surprisingly for me, this method was quite helpful. Its very difficult to look at a highly interactive show aimed at under-fives being this in depth, but actually, things like my place facts really helped me later on in the process with things like lighting. It also was really informing for the performers. When in the dark “gloomy” wood, just pinpointing those words in the scripts really helped inform their reactions to their surroundings. 
Whilst preparing the script, there were many other things to consider. Above I have outlined the specifics in terms of what is written, but there are specific characters, places, and questions to couple that. However, what we are aiming to create is a performance that is interactive, where, using our STEM study, the children are characters in the story. Therefore, in the words of Jason Warren we needed to “cast the audience” (Warren, 2017. P.72) What is meant by this, is that in any interactive show where you want the audience to play a key part, they could have the ability to de-rail the entire show! So, taking Warrens advice it was important to consider who was in the auditorium, what status they have, how they would react in the normal world. Part of Warrens advice is to think about well-known worlds that would be familiar to audiences. In our case, as our show is aimed at a certain demographic, I would look at the lights of a CBeebies show. When children are watching and interacting with these shows, they know to behave in a certain way- They’re used to call and response actions or copying dance moves to stay engrossed in the story. This means it was important to consider how these elements could be used throughout our show. 


Casting
When it came to casting, I was looking for a very specific type of performer, but this wasn’t based on a “basic binary choice” (2007, p.150) as Mike Alfreds describes in “different every night”. My casting process was not too dissimilar from his own. When casting I was looking for performers who would fit with how I work. 
“Selfishly, I’m looking for actors who share my ethos, stimulate my imagination and give me energy”- (Alfreds, 2007, p.150)
When I set up my audition process I worked in a very particular way. First, I held a workshop section of the audition. In doing this I would have the actors getting used to how I work. I have worked with a lot of improvisation in the past as you’ll know from my assistant director’s project. I use this to help actors create full backstory for their characters that, in children’s theatre, can sometimes be two dimensional. In my assistant projects case, an elf. Having the actors improvise, and create I think helps them become more convincing to the children they are presenting too. In the audition, I often will look when I am doing these exercises as to who is involved in them, throwing themselves in and being creative. These will be the most likely candidates for the next section.
In my next section, I would then invite candidates on a one-one panel style audition where I got them to demonstrate their story telling skills where they were to read a children’s story. This way I could tell that if they had the right energy and excitement when reading these kinds of stories, they would fit perfectly in this role.
Rehearsals
It was now time to start the rehearsals! 
With my initial ideas about how, this would work firmly set in my mind, it was now time to explore with the performers and harness their creativity to create the world I envisage.
It was important for me before the rehearsals started to really work on breaking the ice with those performers. I’ve seen many directors do this in different ways, so I took a little from each. First, I used a method I observed by director James Williams, every time I’ve whitnessed him have all his performers in one space at the same time, he starts with simply having everyone introducing themselves, and telling each other something, like a fact, or a joke or something similar. I’ve also observed similar from other directors I have worked with such as Kelly Jackson, who gave everyone a different coloured Jellybean to signify something different such as fact, joke, party trick. Although these methods simple, I find them vital for everyone to feel comfortable hearing their voice in the room, and listening to each other. 
In this case I had everyone communicate their name to each other and asked them to think of what biscuit they’d be and why. A short but sweet way to have their voice heard, and the first option for some creativity too! You can tell a lot about a person from what biscuit they are! This also then lead to some physical warm up using methods observed from Hannah McPake, this is a great way to ensure everyone is alive in the space, plus important for us all to have these moments together, both linking physical movements to mental readiness, but also to share those moments director, to actor as we are all in this together, this is also a great way to soften fear as highlighted by Mitchell.
“Then do a gentle movement session, as physical exercises can soften the hold that fear has on the body”  (Mitchell, 2009, P.133)
Following introductions, it was time for the read through. But from strong views from both Mitchell and Alfreds, this is not always the best use of time on day one, as Mike Alfreds Suggests, “They’ll be concerned too much with the impression they’re making…” (2007 P. 162)
However, with time constraints in play, it was important to have a reading before we moved into our next phase, so with Mitchell’s method “Go round in a circle with each person saying a line at a time.” (2009, P. 133) This meant that no one was too concerned with reading the line in the correct way, it gave everyone a bit of freedom to play, and also kept everyone focused and involved. 
When we moved forward into the more practical side of rehearsals it was important to mark out the stage area. This was because our stage has different levels, different destinations on stage and stationary items that we would interact with. I got a member of the team to mark this up and “as soon as the actors arrive, ask them to familiarize themselves…” (2009, P. 171) Mitchell describes this as an important exercise as once in the space actors can explore where they are in terms of place in the play, allowing them to start immersing themselves, considering what they can hear, or see or smell! As we are trying to achieve a piece that is fully immersive, it was important for my performers to have that chance to transport themselves.
During rehearsals we had a lot of different technical elements to consider. It was important to me to get these in place, especially things like sound effects. As Mitchel writes “consider a sound desk…play all the sound ques as the actors rehearse” (2009, P.138) This way actors can get used to what these sound like. They can marry them up with their own performance in a relaxed setting. As Mitchell suggests there can be a lot of pressure when rehearsals go into a theatre. The less surprises the actors get there, the easier the tech run process will be. 
It was important for me when going into these rehearsals to “be prepared, but adaptable” (Mackinnon, 2012) something Pam Mackinnon mentioned in her American Theatre wing interview. By this what Mackinnon was referring is that as the director you don’t need to have all the answers but most of them. When I was in the rehearsals, I had a very clear vision of the piece, but hadn’t decided completely on each section. I find having a collaborative rehearsal room very effective and so tend to run rehearsals in this way offering space for actors to add in their input of ideas. However, as Wadsworth mentions in his Theatre Wing interview, it’s important that as director I was the one to “unify the voices”. (Wadsworth, 2012) The group of actors I was working with were incredibly creative, and that’s exactly how I wanted it to be. However, at times I really had to pull on the advice of Wadsworth to keep us progressing. In the show we were creating we had elements of song and dance. This was to help hit that target demographic. However, I’m both not a musical director and choreographer. The performers we gained from the auditions all had various skills, some of which in song and dance. This meant that in those collaborations I was working closely with those performers to come up with those pieces of choreography and song. 
As the processed moved forward, we moved into the blocking stage. Here I wanted to give a couple of different techniques a try. One was to use the lights of Katie Mitchell, and the other was to pull on works I had seen/experienced from other directors. First, I was experimenting with Mitchell. Outlined in her book “The directors craft” Mitchell talks of how when blocking, she aims to allow the actor as much freedom as possible whilst striking a balance, it’s all about “balancing well-focused action for the audience with fluid and unselfconscious movement by the characters…”. (Mitchell, 2009, P.179) I mentioned previously that in the design process, I had taken Mitchell’s idea of blocking in that stage. This now had created a stage in which there would be natural movement by the performers, on their own accord without me dictating where they would be. My stage has two really key areas, a lower, step at the front of the stage, and a more main performance area. This area was littered with trees etc. to give us our world of the forest we were looking to create. The play itself takes us on adventures to different sections of the forest, my thinking that when we go on a journey, we make it super clear that we are moving from one destination to another. With that in mind, I tried to give loose blocking for the performers to follow to achieve that goal. Unfortunately, the group of performers I was working with were really struggling to grasp this notion and were often leaving themselves in quite odd places on the stage that would either damage the sight lines for audience members or highlighting certain sections of the show that weren’t necessarily important. For example, there was a section where the characters would be changing location from the forest to underwater. Being an under 5s show, we could be quite “pantoesque” in these movements, but performers would often take barely a step to the new location. 
I moved away from this and focused on more specific blocking. I ensured that every time we were travelling to a new destination, we were using that lower piece of staging, not only showing a clear movement but clearly hitting our target of audience interaction by really getting on their level to capture their involvement. There were a few key moments we used this bottom step for to involve the audience to also hit those STEAM elements, by allowing the audience to help answer any questions the characters may have about their next decision in the story.
During the rehearsal period, I often found that certain elements might change. This could be an added sound effect, it could be an extra prop, or even a costume alteration. For me it was important to keep tabs on my creative team and of course that open communication. This was for a couple of reasons, mainly that due to the time constraints we had, it was important to ensure nothing was getting left behind, but also, so that we could have a smooth transition into the theatre space. 
Katie Mitchell highlights this well in her section “working on set, Costume, Sound, Lighting design and music during rehearsals”.
“Your relationships with members of your creative team are best serviced if you keep in touch on a regular basis: always share your concerns or ideas as they emerge, however small or apparently irrelevant.” (Mitchell, 2009, P.189)
Often my stage manager would be very much on the ball with any changes. This was actually my first-time having use of a stage manager during the rehearsal process. This proved very valuable to me, and although I may not have utilised her as much as I maybe should have. When looking at stage management roles, there’s a lot about how they are “driving the train” (2014) as outlined by Marth Donaldson. I found that actually, I could have delegated a bit more of the planning, side of things to the SM. This could have included things like set break times ensuring we kept on track and ensuring breaks actually happened. What I did find helpful was things like note taking from the SM, especially around blocking, and cues. In terms of our performance, I was working with quite a novice SM also. This meant that actually, we could learn the way that each other wanted to work. What I was doing as a director, was during initial runs pointing out specifically where I wanted a cue to start, or stop, or if there were multiple at the same time etc. and she would then note this into the script which would help our technicians then plot our sound and lighting more efficiently before technical rehearsals. What I found was a real positive for me during this was my knowledge around the technical system we were using QLAB. Having worked quite closely with our technical director on many shows and experiences in the past, I know how he works, and he knows how I work. Having this knowledge meant that when telling the SM exactly what I wanted, I could have confidence knowing that one, what I was planning was achievable, but two, that it could be done so quickly and efficiently to ensure a smooth transition to the theatre space.
Technical rehearsals
We then transitioned from the rehearsal room to the theatre where there was a keen hope that everything would go according to plan. With my process, I had previously programmed the lighting and sound with the technical director using notes from the stage manager. 
This is where those key visionary pictures were key as discussed earlier in the workbook. When describing certain lighting states, or colours, I could refer to those pictures so that there was a clear aim on what I was looking for.
When working on this with the technical director, I pulled on something I encountered with another director Jame Williams. We previously had a meeting to talk through a synopsis for a well-known show; before it was written, designed, anything. During the synopsis meeting Williams, who would later be scripting the show, took us through each “location” we would visit throughout the show. It was very visionary, very informative, and very helpful when imagining each shifting piece in the world he was going to create. I decided that when working with the tech, I wanted to go location to location.
We marked each location with a clear sound and lighting change. This had to be very clear to show a clear shift as we were still working of a set that was providing for multiple show. The set, having little movement was often quite stationary, so these shifts could only be communicated through sound and lighting. We both found this way of working quite beneficial.
The work getting put in at this stage meant that we would run the step by step and “Let the show run until an ingredient is not as you would want” –(Mitchell, 2009, P. 209). At this stage I would use Mitchells advise and inform everyone as to why we had stopped, and work through the technical challenge before re-starting. Mitchells chapter on technical rehearsals was very helpful for me during the process, however, with the team I had, and their experience levels I found that actually I was running a lot of what was happening on the day. This may have hindered the performance. Mitchell suggests (2009, p.208) “In my experience it is better to let the stage manager take charge: it will allow you to put more energy into watching all the ingredients…” as my note taking was maybe not as thorough as it could have been. Another highlight from Mitchell (2009. P. 209) was to “assume most of your actors are sensible adults and take their concerns seriously” which was something that actually I found harder than it would seem. Often performers would bring up problems that would have a simple fix, or wasn’t significant, or what they were having for dinner! I think that actually having a stage manager run things may have ensured some of these things were absorbed, but actually would have allowed me the flexibility to act accordingly and keep us on track of improving each ingredient of the show.
Dress Runs
Following our tech runs, we could move forward into dress run!
For us this was the next day, and just prior to the first public showing. Timing wise it was quite a tight turn around, which felt a little rushed as it gave us minimal time to change anything that wasn’t quite working. Most things ran smoothly, with the small key blocking note, or cue note. What I found was I was still left with quite a few performance notes, and whilst I did think to try and give the notes, all I could think was that the performers were unlikely to take in anything that I was trying to get across. This was then backed up when looking at Katie Mitchells dress run chapter.
“Finally, there are all your acting notes. In my experience, it is unwise to give any acting notes between a dress rehearsal and the first performance.” (Mitchell, 2009 P.210)
I opted instead to use this time to build the performers up re-assuring them that the show was fantastic, and that the audience would love it. 
What I did find that actually there were multiple fumbles in the dress run. I felt that the performers did notice this, so it was important for me not to dwell on mistakes that the actors likely already knew they had to rectify. The few technical errors I happily fed back to the tech team who had slightly more time to digest the notes, and act upon ready for the first show.
Performance
Following the dress run, the show headed into its first performance. There were a few things to contend with here. We had the audience to consider, there was the performance itself, and feedback.
Having the show in front of the audience for the first time would give us a chance to finally see if the interactive elements we placed in would work. This reminded me of a passage from Jason Warren around audience behaviours and how “We’ve all been educated that theatre is a sacred art that should not be interrupted or disturbed”. (2017, p. 20) As mentioned earlier, when looking at the writer we learned that a lot of his shows have been highly interactive and are designed to be so. With that in our minds, knowing that our audience will be used to this interactive style of performance, a lot of what we did wasn’t about preparing them for it. This actually presented a challenge throughout as it meant our performer had to work so much harder to give the audience the green light to get out of their seats and join in. In previous shows, on resort, I’ve seen directors add in short pre-show section where the performers are virtually part of the audience. They get to know the audience on a personal level, and especially with our younger audience who are always told to be quiet, and listen, we decided to add this in going forward, to invite them to scream and shout and be involved! 
When it came to post performance, I went straight backstage to the actors to congratulate them on their performance and give notes. I actually feel this is an area I could have improved on. I found that actors were, rightly so, quite fatigued after the show, quite disengaged and ultimately, not having the time to absorb the notes I was giving. When I look back on the work, I studied from Mitchell I can see that even she says that notes directly post show can be detrimental to both the actor and directors:
“When actors come off stage they can be vulnerable and raw. You yourself might not be stable and clear headed: you might be happy at the things that worked, or frustrated by what didn’t. You are unlikely to have a balanced view, so do not give notes immediately after a performance.” (Mitchell, 2009 p.215)
It’s clear to see the impacts a show can have on everyone involved. This can mostly be highlighted when you ask someone after a show “how do you think it went?” I’ve observed other directors in the past ask this very question, and I’ve witnessed actors take it in very different ways. Often someone who feels it maybe didn’t go as well can be quite argumentative in reply, quite protective of themselves, whereas someone who thinks it went perfectly hasn’t always had the time to reflect on places they could of improved. 
Something that I wasn’t prepared for during performance was the impact of audience feedback. As the show is for a resort, they have a following on social media that invites feedback.
All our performers are part of this sharing platform and so naturally are impacted from the words of audience. Unfortunately, our show has had some negative feedback surrounding it, but often this is less about the show, and more about the new target market it’s aimed at (as set by the producers). Even still the performers digest it in a negative way.
Helpfully Mitchel highlights feedback should be taken with careful consideration, and to learn “to differentiate between feedback that points to a difference in taste, and feedback that is useful for the work.” (2009. P. 214) Taking this on board I have relayed this to my cast of performers. Most feedback can be dissected into “my 5 year old loved this, but my 8 year old was bored”- in plain terms we can take from a comment like this that actually, we have hit our target demographic perfectly.
During the performance period, I often will watch the shows and feedback to the actors, creative and technical team on aspects of the show that can improve. For me, I’ve always felt that a show is never finished, and there is always more to be learned and explore. Mike Alfreds shares a similar vision “however far we progressed, there was always deeper to go” (2007, p.296) when referring to stay on tour with a show he directed for 18 months! Whilst our run wasn’t that long, I did believe that the performers would be trying new approaches to the show that would help us discover some extra moments that worked really well. My presence at shows often meant that this would not go too far, or that when one of these moments did work, I could highlight it to the performers to either include, or highlight that actually it only worked for this audience. Alfreds mentions this impact “once the show is up and running my goal is to make sure it remains flexible, and in the moment” (2007, p.295) taking this advice I felt I kept the show to my vision but kept it alive.
Another interesting note to add here is the effect I had on performances. Often performers would come and tell me that a show had gone exceptionally well, or that it was the best ever (often because of their audience) but, for this to happen they must have felt at ease to do so. As with Mike Alfreds “Eventually, I realised my continual presence at performances was possibly becoming a form of benign oppression for the actors”. (2007, p298) As I was watching the show more often, I could almost feel the performers breaking away from what they were doing to make eye contact with me, almost as if checking to see my reaction, to see if I was giving anything a way to show I was enjoying or not. This led to a performance that felt quite flat, and quite untruthful to what it needed to be. So instead of being their constantly myself, I gave the Stage manager control of the show to run, as Martha Donaldson states “usually after the director leaves, the stage manager is the one who is responsible for making sure that the show maintains the original vision and concept of the director” (2024) So, with that advice, I stepped back from the show to let it run in a way that was freeing enough for the performers to produce the vision created through rehearsals.
The project for me although informed by many practitioners, working directors and my creative team was a great place for me to explore a bit more as a theatre director. I found myself for the first time going out on my own a little more with my own vision and concept, and my own ways of working through preparing the script, preparing the actors, rehearsing and the performance. I had both positive and challenging times from these explorations but to knowing that my techniques were informed gave me the confidence to try them. My process, all though, has been over time, has also felt very quick. Being a theatre director does mean you have to be flexible to those of whom you are working. In this case my producers, the resort threw up many challenges. I feel I took those challenges and with the help of the professionals I have studied, been able to navigate through them to produce a product I am proud of in the end.
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