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 HELPFULNESS vs NON-HELPFULNESS 

An exploration from text learning to performance on stage and for the screen,  

through the actor’s and director’s point of view. 

 

I’ve read a quote that John Lennon is supposed to have said: “When I went to school, 

they asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. I wrote down ‘happy’. They told me I didn’t 

understand the assignment, and I told them they didn’t understand life”.1  

When I was growing up I hadn’t read this quote, although it would have been very helpful if I 

had, but I’ve found myself constantly asking myself more and more questions in two fields: how 

can I be more efficient and what is happiness and this somehow has merged into questions I ask 

myself and others to merge these together with an aim of being helpful. Whether or not John 

Lennon actually said this, the idea of striving for happiness firstly might to some seem, strange, 

but I would argue that it isn’t only reasonable but also a very poignant reminder of what, I 

suspect, contributes a lot to efficiency, leadership, and teambuilding (in the arts but surely 

elsewhere too). 

Now the reason for the origin of my childhood-me asking how I could be more efficient 

wasn’t for any other reason than the purpose of getting to sleep longer in the morning as I, born 

on a Saturday night at 00:20, was always energetic until late and very tired in the morning. 

Eventually I had found a routine of dressing myself in sixty seconds allowing me to wake up five 

minutes before school started, just in time to get up, put clothes on, get out to my bike and my 

already packed backpack. Then one minute later I’d arrive at the bike garage. But something that 

started as an impulse to increase sleep, rather than epitomizing the slogan of Wall Street, has 

continued on in positive and negative ways into adulthood and the professional world.  

 
1 https://www.radiox.co.uk/artists/john-lennon/truth-behind-john-lennon-happy-quote/  

https://www.radiox.co.uk/artists/john-lennon/truth-behind-john-lennon-happy-quote/


As an actor, and director especially; efficiency and reaching goals in a maximized way is 

something that is still on my mind and very much a big part of the jobs. But just as I’d reflect 

back on my day, as a child, and wonder about happiness: ‘how many times today did I laugh’, 

did I smile more than frown, I’m constantly trying to check in beyond the creative mission of 

storytelling both through the team work and ability to reach our planned goals but also checking 

into the environment that is being created. Two areas of checking in that are quite important in a 

symbiotic way. These questions were the start of me trying to measure, value and in some way, 

judge how something is evolving boiled down to: is this helpful or unhelpful.For this master I 

have been exploring various areas and projects of film and stage acting and directing, through 

short films, plays, extracts of scenes, workshops and rehearsals. All this through a lens grounded 

in the term “helpfulness vs non-helpfulness”.  

When I graduated from my university with a BA in Acting and Directing, I felt pleased 

and proud of the program I had attended. Ready and prepared for a tough business where work, 

for many, can be few and often, not as high of a wage as those that make front covers of 

newspapers from blockbusters. I felt prepared to go into audition rooms and take direction, 

whatever it would be. I felt ready to arrive at a film production prepared, prepped in my research 

of script and character analysis, text preparation as well as the knowledge to lay out a plan, of 

course adapted to the project itself. I felt prepared to also be ready to throw everything out and 

play, improvise and tackle changes coming right and left. But what I was not prepared for was 

the separation from the acting training world and the fascination about when the craft is working 

for us and when it isn’t, to how that craft is handled and directed in productions, sometimes 

highly aligned and helpful, and sometimes extremely far away from it. A separation leading to 

blocking an actor’s process and being unhelpful in a way that I often felt wasn’t their intention. 

And this got me thinking about the preparation and expectation of the craft, and how they can 

differ between actor and director, and project to project. On set I’d sometimes find myself 

surprised and confused at how the direction that was given seemed to show little to no insight 

into the actor’s process. Did this director not really know how acting works? Was there a lack of 

communication and understanding just between us? As projects became more plentiful and more 

varied in theater, opera, musical, film, and TV the answer didn’t become obvious. Do directors 

understand how acting works? Was it just us together that couldn’t communicate? Was I 

different from other actors and the directors I was working with? Well, the answers aren’t merely 



a yes or no. Some directors made all the difference in one simple direction in the casting process, 

another on set as there was little to no time to meet or talk before production. Some would give 

no direction and things just worked out and some would micromanage or give result aimed 

direction, and sometimes things freed everything up and sometimes it wouldn’t. Sometimes 

something that worked and had become a ritual just no longer did. And sometimes something 

that never helped unlock something, just that once did help. This may sound very varied and that 

is because it is, it is highly situational and the brief summary is that everything depends on 

everything else that also simply: depends. It depends on the person, script, situation, timing, 

chemistry, knowledge, experience, the space and much more. As I’ve been directing, the process 

has been similar in that sometimes things work as anticipated and sometimes things just don’t. 

Working as a director, when being an actor is often quite helpful, but the process is similar: each 

person, project, and moment is different. It’s a trial effort where you’re constantly on your feet, 

present to throw out everything you’ve prepared and expected and seeing where and what works.  

During the process in both of these professions I started asking myself some questions as 

a means to check in and check this helpfulness idea: is what I’m currently doing working? As in: 

is it serving me in any shape of form? Is it helping me unlock something in my connection to the 

character? Is it helping me have fun? Something I’d argue is quite important to move forward 

successfully, Is it helping me in building on my craft sustainably? During my last year in my 

bachelor’s studies I worked with a fellow actor in my programme who got very flustered in a 

body and movement acting course. This course would run 2 hours a day twice a week and would 

have a range of physical exercises from warming up to getting text into one’s body, others would 

be exercises to connect with your partner, character, theme of the piece, etc. The range of these 

exercises were so plentiful it would often feel like a sport as we’d physically go through 20-40 

physical exercises or games during each session. For months and months. One day my fellow 

actor became very flustered and stated that these exercises weren’t working that day. It’s usually 

the go to exercise to tap into presence, focus and connection and this person ended with: “but this 

worked yesterday and every other time”. This conversation has gotten stuck in my head. 

Between our training, our expectations, and our own selves in our craft things don’t just work or 

not work, it’s so time related in that moment. And after trying to find a way to pinpoint how I 

began to question myself, or check in with myself rather, as an actor and as a director I began 

asking not just is this working? Or is this serving me or the actor I’m directing? But rather is 



what I am doing helping? Is it helping create presence and focus? Am I helping them or myself 

past a locked moment? The question is open, very open. And hard to define. And in this paper I 

will do my best to go through how the term in these two fields helped me shape the projects I’ve 

done during this Master’s program.   

 

 HELPFULNESS 

Helpfulness has not only shaped the idea of wanting to explore two main things: one, 

how incorporating a rehearsal and physical rehearsal ahead of filming would potentially be 

helpful; two, if going into theater rehearsals in a more text explorative way and pushing when the 

blocking starts, would be helpful, or not. But beyond that there is a wide topic: how do you help 

someone? Well, the answer is that it depends on what the individual needs at that moment. To 

explore this topic I chose to create workshops for actors, and to create rehearsals and chances to 

meet as a form of preparation and pre-production for film. I’ve also analyzed the potential 

helpfulness of certain types of exercises and games as a means to get to know the actors ahead of 

production such as filming, or meeting an audience in a theater, with the goal of creating a safe 

space that is creatively free and liberating artistically. I have then looked at the idea of how 

helpfulness during a production, on a set or the live stage, once the actors have been set free and 

left alone with the show in a theater run. Beyond the workshops and the actual productions for 

film and stage, I have also interviewed other actors and directors, non-participants in my 

workshops and productions. As well as created anonymous forms for the partaking actors and 

directors in my project to compare what helpfulness might mean to others than myself. As well 

as inviting non-participants to answer these questions, also anonymously. All of this to explore: 

what does the term “helpfulness” mean? And is it even a useful way to explore and use for 

improving all areas of directing and acting? What actually is acting and directing? Does the actor 

and director understand each other's role, and do they need to in order to be helpful? Beyond this, 

which has been most focused on in this project: how do they respectfully view helpfulness and is 

there a separation in what directors might think is helpful to actors? Are rehearsals helpful? How, 

when and to whom are they helpful? How are theater rehearsals helpful? Do film directors and 

film actors find rehearsals helpful? Are they helpful when they’re specific or are they helpful if 

they’re mainly explorative, i.e. not prepping the blocking or mimicking what will be done on set, 

location or on the stage?And beyond the idea of this, how does it work once in a real situation: 



how does the industry of acting and directing actually work? And finally, is there a way where 

potentially helpful suggestions can be incorporated into how the practical world works beyond 

theoretical wishes?   

 

ACTING  

So what does an actor do? What is the actor's job and are there things that are known, or 

unknown, in regards to being helpful for actors? To summarize what an actor’s job is, is tough, 

and maybe this is why the distinction is handled so differently between a teacher, doing their best 

to prepare the actor for the professional world and the audience, and a director preparing the 

actors and the show, or the film, for its audience.  

It is true that humans in our innate state are driven by actions and emotions, but it is also 

true that quite often actors and directors find themselves speaking seemingly opposed languages. 

Resulting in my big surprise post graduation. The acting training is often filled with a trial and 

error exploration of a character, a text, a theme, a situation, a kinesthetic external effect, a sound, 

a context, and so forth. But something it is not filled with (or at least not usually) is: “can you cry 

now?”, or “can you laugh big here?”. Maybe not the most exciting examples, but they are 

examples of a misunderstanding of what acting is, while acknowledging what directing 

sometimes is. Of course there are tricks, also known as technique, to achieve said feelings or 

‘emotional results’ but in general there is a misunderstanding of what acting is, how to speak to 

one's actors and how to get the actors where you’d like them to end up. I’m not sure about the 

rest of the world but I think I can say with some confidence that if feelings were able to be 

controlled like that, we’d always turn on the happy button and control our emotions just like we 

steer a car. And the world of being directed can sometimes be quite opposed to what you were 

prepared to do in training, meaning at times, it can be just that quick need for button pressing. 

According to the lexicon, “to act” means to take action. Behaving in a certain way. 

According to some soccer commentators it can also imply that being a person who acts isn't just 

pretending, but doing so over the top, and it’s not a good look. To some, acting seems to be 

synonymous with just that: doing something over the top and thus… being dramatic. Feeling a 

lot of feelings. According to Acting Magazine: acting “is the art or occupation of performing in 



plays, movies, or television productions.” 2 But this wouldn’t thoroughly explain what acting 

actually is to someone who doesn’t know, because the word performing in and of itself can mean 

a lot of things to different people. The definitions of what acting is when asked to actors will 

differ a lot depending on their specific collection of experiences, their training, and also the time 

they come from. Acting has a long history going back to the Greeks, and storytelling in itself has 

gone on for a very long time, beyond cinema, beyond theaters, and beyond writing. Through 

singing, speaking or performing words, movements and sharing memories, morals and life 

lessons or warnings, storytelling has existed in many shapes and forms. To ask what acting is 

will be different if you’d ask an actor from the silent movie era, or an actor working at the globe 

with Shakespeare, who was only given their lines and the cue for them to enter off of, but also if 

you’d ask a classically trained actor to a non-trained, they might also answer differently. But it 

doesn’t just stop there, working with two actors from the same program of the same age coming 

from the same teacher, can equally define acting very differently.  

When looking through some quotes of various actors, acting coaches and directors, their 

idea of what acting is and what an actor actually does is widespread. The word theater comes 

from the Greek word Theatron and means “a place of seeing”. 3 When the old Hollywood 

legend Rosalind Russell defined what acting is to Jack Lemmon, she said that acting is: 

“standing up naked and turning around very slowly”. 4 Modern day legend, Meryl Streep said 

that her job as an actor is to express emotion as freely as possible and that “acting is not about 

being someone different. It's finding the similarity in what is apparently different, then finding 

myself in there”. 5 Renowned Meisner technique teacher and author William Esper said about 

actors and acting that: “actors think more with their hearts than with their heads”. 6 Meanwhile, 

the widely known actor and casting director Michael Shurtleff and author of a very known 

actor’s toolbox; the book Audition, said that acting is listening but that “listening is not merely 

hearing. Listening is reacting. Listening is being affected by what you hear. Listening is active”, 

 
2 https://actingmagazine.com/2018/06/sanford-meisner-acting-is-living-truthfully-under-imaginary-
circumstances/ 
3 https://www.britannica.com/art/theater-building#:~:text=The%20word%20is%20from%20the,the%20performance%20 itself%20takes%20 place.  

4 Callahan, D. The Art of American Screen Acting, 1912-1960. p2 
5 Schell, H. Casting revealed: a casting guide for film directors.  p97 
6 Esper, W. The actor’s art and craft. P41. 

https://www.britannica.com/art/theater-building#:~:text=The%20word%20is%20from%20the,the%20performance%20itself%20takes%20place


7 and that “creating relationships is the heart of acting. It is basic. It is essential”8.  

He also said that “Whatever you decide is your motivation in the scene, the opposite of that is 

also true and should be in it”. 9 The Famous playwright Oscar Wilde said that “I love acting. It 

is so much more real than life.” 10 Yet quite opposedly William Esper said that: “Good acting -- 

real acting is impossible to spot. Do you ever catch talents like Robert Duvall or Kathy Bates 

acting? No. I defy you to show me where”. 11 During a televised one on one conversation with 

Tom Hanks for Variety, Viola Davis said as an actor  “it’s almost our job to find the mess” in the 

character.12  

As you can tell, getting one clear and simple view of acting is difficult: to some it’s 

listening, doing, analyzing, going inward, going outward. This thus complicates looking at how 

to direct actors helpfully. There are as many quotes and definitions on what acting is and what 

actors do as there are actors.  

For the 13 years that I have been an actor I have felt that my job and focus as an actor is 

to be a detective. I’m reading the script that I’m auditioning for and trying to pick up who the 

person is, what they want, what is in their way, what happened to them to put them at the place 

that they are, why they suddenly say things that don’t make sense. Like a detective trying to 

solve a crime I’ve felt like a detective trying to solve…. A puzzle. The human puzzle. But also a 

sort of hobby psychologist trying to understand the cellular and internal processes that go beyond 

the reason of the literary reading experience.  

But I have also felt that as an actor I am a meditator, trying to focus and find presence 

where the presence will guide me through a story through the words that I’ve given in response 

to the words and behavior happening around and to me while on stage through someone else’s 

shoes. I’ve also felt like a surfer surfing through the waves and going where the story takes me 

without any control or means to steer. And I have felt like an x-ray machine trying to see through 

everything and everyone and dissecting everything. It is not the easiest task to simply define 

what acting is and what actors do but it seems like most to some extent would say it includes 

embodying a character, doing active things, expressing feelings or thoughts, and going through 

 
7 Wooster, R, Conway, P.  Screen acting skills, p9.  
8 Shurtleff, M. Audition, p23 
9
 Shurtleff, M. Audition, p55 

10 Wilde, O. The picture of Dorian Grey. p65. 
11 Esper, W. The actor’s art and craft. p30 
12 Variety, youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk-H3VZQpsY  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk-H3VZQpsY


motivations just like in life (but also nothing like life according to Oscar Wilde). It is a 

potentially invisible thing thus it is like living?  But then I can’t count how many directors, 

especially older and very experienced, view acting just as said previously: Just act! Not always 

helpful if you’re trying to put your finger on what acting is to figure out if this occupation is for 

you, or if you’re trying to define what acting actually is in order to explore what is helpful in the 

acting industry.  

It might be important to note here that a big influence to a lot of actors, actor teachers and 

possibly also the audience of our recent time, is the emergence of Stanislavsky. Stanislavsky 

developed his acting techniques from 1888 until his death in 1938, and I think, gathering all of 

his techniques and methods is a goal to live rather than perform. This isn’t to say that actors in 

general have been using or doing his methods, or even towards the positively and negatively 

known method acting which is today known. As an example, his emotional memory exercise is 

one of the more well known and used exercises beyond actors who’ve directly studied either his 

techniques or studied under directors or coaches who like this method. I haven’t personally 

studied many of his techniques, but I have read some of his books that discusses building a 

character and the actor’s process, but I can see how the vastness and width of definitions of what 

acting is, what good acting is and how Stanislavsky, who is so revered by many, might have 

impacted a path in acting that pushed acting away from simply performing but by living.13  

One of the techniques I’ve studied the most under my Bachelor training is the Meisner 

Technique. Sanford Meisner said that acting is “living truthfully within imaginary 

circumstances”14 and that to achieve this one must work “to eliminate all intellectuality from the 

actor’s instrument and to make him a spontaneous responder to where he is, what is happening 

to him, what is being done to him.” 15 His terms living, truthfully, within, imaginary and 

circumstances I thought was a clear and inspiring term that honored both the preparation, and 

analysis done ahead of the work on stage, or during a take. To Sanford Meisner  acting was 

about: 

 “reproducing honest emotional human reactions. He felt the actor’s job was simply to 

prepare for an experiment that would take place on stage. The best acting, he believed, was 

 
13 https://www.backstage.com/magazine/article/the-definitive-guide-to-the-stanislavsky-acting-technique-
65716/  
14 https://actingmagazine.com/2018/06/sanford-meisner-acting-is-living-truthfully-under-imaginary-circumstances/  
15 https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/  

https://www.backstage.com/magazine/article/the-definitive-guide-to-the-stanislavsky-acting-technique-65716/
https://www.backstage.com/magazine/article/the-definitive-guide-to-the-stanislavsky-acting-technique-65716/
https://actingmagazine.com/2018/06/sanford-meisner-acting-is-living-truthfully-under-imaginary-circumstances/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/


made up of spontaneous responses to the actor’s immediate surroundings. Meisner explained 

that his approach was designed “to eliminate all intellectuality from the actor’s instrument and 

to make him a spontaneous responder to where he is, what is happening to him, what is being 

done to him.” 16 

 

 In order to achieve this he created a series of exercises focused on simply preparing his 

actor students to achieve this living on stage through “spontaneous repetition exercises.” 17 

During my bachelor, me and my classmates studied under various professors, one of which was a 

Meisner technique professor and another who had a seemingly different approach through voice 

and body work, and this is commonly how it works with a lot of educations: you get to try 

various “methods” and you take and choose and create your own method. Perchance one method 

you use in your career or that you pick and choose from differently depending on the character 

ahead and the project and it’s tone, challenges, time and team. During all of these method 

explorations I really connected to both the physical and vocal approach to acting as well as the 

Meisner technique and ended up creating a method that contained: prepare for the role according 

to the body and voice work but once on stage and on set: the Meisner training. Meaning for me 

that in order to arrive at the point of “just act”, I need to be prepared. But there comes a point 

where that preparation needs to be released and you actually do just need to listen and respond 

and live truthfully within imaginary circumstances, just listen, study your partner and: ‘just act’.  

So what do I and others do to prepare? Well, first of all there is the preparation ahead to 

rehearsals and then there is the preparation known as rehearsals, or one or more meetings to 

rehearse for filming. First comes the script analysis, reading a play for the very first time. I try to 

read without taking any notes or underlining anything because I then read it two more times (I 

usually fail, three times without any notes or questions is quite challenging). The first time, I just 

read to get a sense and try to be as open as possible, I get to discover just like an audience. 

During the second read, I try to pay attention to what “my” character says, what she/he does and 

most importantly all of the points that I think are contradicting or confusing in some way. I 

underline these confusions and contradictions. Thirdly, I try to focus on what others say about 

my character, what they are commenting on regarding what she is doing or saying. Potentially I 

 
16 https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/  
17 https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/  

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/sanford-meisner-about-sanford-meisner/660/


might also at this point be crossing out stage directions that pertains to how I should feel or say 

something (except when another character has a line that refers to how my character is feeling, 

i.e things like “you need to stop screaming/crying/laughing”). Then depending on the amount of 

time I spend some time to create a plan for how I will approach this character together with the 

director preferably, either by spending more time reading, researching and writing down 

thoughts and analysis about the character, or I go straight into a series of physical and vocal 

experiences to not plant anything else than the seeds I thus far have been given about the given 

circumstances of the script and the character, this to explore certain characters that through what 

they do and say rather than over-analyzing. Given circumstances means the facts, the 

information that the writer gives you about the character and the situation that they’re in18, which 

might be answers to questions like: 

● Where does the scene take place? 

● Who is in the scene? 

● What does the character know about the other characters in the scene? 

● What do I as a character know about myself that is relevant to the scene as I enter? 

● What does my character literally do during the scene?19  

Next I and other actors might look at super objectives and wants, directors or teachers 

might call this an action, a desire, a goal.20 Does my character want to be forgiven, to be loved, 

to survive, or maybe gain power, receive affection or understanding? There are many things that 

are possible that drive this character. Then I look at what the character wants and what the 

character subconsciously wants or needs, as I find that a way to create characters that come to 

life I need to understand things about them that they don’t know about themselves, things that 

are too cellular. I try to look at this because as humans we’re not always aware of what we 

actually want and the layers and complexities are beyond the intellectual work that we do as 

actors in our analysis. But the analysis might inform me that this character is driven by a desire 

to for example control people around her. I look at this unconscious need as a way to look at 

what kind of background this person had, and then I try to forget all about this subconscious and 

focus on the doing. The scenes are all demonstrations of different tactics (ways and methods of 

 
18 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p8 
19 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p14 
20 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p19. 



trying to get what one wants) of holding power over say a partner but also over details such as 

signs being spelled correctly at their work. Another way of saying this is “intentions”,21 made up 

of verbs that could be things like one is trying to entertain, to overpower, to embarrass, to 

inspire. The tactics, or intentions, are thus focused on that the want is placed upon someone 

else’s behavior and one’s own. It is a dance where the tactics create a roadmap of things to be 

done to achieve the want. Some actors write their tactics in their script and some never write 

anything of the sort and just make it up in the moment. But despite it being a script about a 

character that is willing to go to any means to hold control, I try to look and see if there’s 

actually another want below it. Perhaps the person is desperate for control because their 

subconscious goal is to find the right moment to dare to trust that someone will take care of 

them. This might not be active in the script but finding subconscious wants may be helpful in 

order to better create a backstory, the characters' secrets and what happened to them that led 

them here. Maybe an event that happened ten years prior that isn’t actively in the script.  

Then beyond the given circumstances, the want, the intention/tactics based off of the 

obstacle actors tend to look at stakes. Directors tend to say “raise the stakes” as a shortcut to 

pointing out what the want means to the characters, and what it’s worth to them. Is it worth 

achieving at any cost? 22 And importantly: why is it important to them? Then of course there is 

the subtext in all of this, the “internal life” of the character. Thoughts, feelings, memories, secrets 

that is what’s behind what the character is thinking, a part of the previously mentioned conscious 

and subconscious want23. Some actors might approach this through Stanislavsky’s affective 

memory which is widely used beyond method actors: which is a tool for “calling up an unusually 

personal experience to stir up emotions when you need them for a role”, and whilst sitting or 

standing the exercise begins through breathing and relaxing ones muscles to enter a sensory 

recall of the memory24. As mentioned previously in the various methods of my teachers during 

my bachelor’s, the Meisner technique didn’t incorporate this, probably because Sanford Meisner 

and other members of ‘the Group’ felt this took actors out of the play25. I would agree through 

acting and directing experiences that these exercises might be problematic but it suits some 

 
21 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p32 
22 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p48 
23 Larry Moss, The intent to live, 57 
24 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p70 
25 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p71 



actors, and might suit preparations for certain scenes in the theater, or as preparation for 

particular scenes in film. Then as the process continues one might need to look at backstory and 

biography as mentioned earlier26. How was their upbringing? Were they always like they are 

now? If not, what might have happened? Sometimes actors sit and explore this all alone, 

sometimes they get some insight from the writer or director, or sometimes with other actors, or a 

professional psychologist or experts related to the questions at hand. Next the actor might look at 

the place and the world of the story. Stella Adler, also from the notable ‘Group’ was known to 

focus on: place, place, place: “where you are is who you are”27. Things like size: is it big or 

small, is it formal or informal, is it crowded or empty, what is the relationship to the place, has 

the character lived here, or shared memories here, or never been here before? Adler said that 

whether we are conscious or not a place always affects our behavior: our manners and language 

too. The emotional, psychological and philosophical relationship to a place makes all the 

difference.28 Then of course there is the sensory work, or what I’d like to call ‘sensory 

circumstances’ of the state of the moment: is it cold, hot, is there alcohol involved? Is there 

anything in the script that calls for sensory exercises29 to create a memory to a sense that needs 

work beyond the intellectual? Does the air feel a certain way or affect something in the 

breathing, or walking, and so forth.  

Actors almost always get to work with props or scenery that the character has a 

relationship to. Beyond going through the script or the directorial design vision an object, a 

place, a person, or an event might be a piece that the actor works with verbally or nonverbally. It 

might not be something that’s been given to the actor but something that the actor asks to add to 

the character as a way to add a piece of life into a scene, for their roadmap in their performance 

and process. An exercise we did in one of my first years in university was based off of Larry 

Moss’ personal object exercise which is based on a sensory recall and sensory exploration of an 

object as well as creating a relationship to the object. Who gave it to the character or to the actor 

(if the exercise is used on a personal object)? When was it given? Where was it given? Does it 

smell like anything, does it have a texture, does it weigh anything? Where is the object now, still 
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in possession or is it lost?30 Working with a personal object can function as a trigger through 

touching or visualizing the object or add subtext through the memory of it. Sometimes a script 

just takes the actor there without any object or sensory exercises but it might be useful if more 

work is needed or something needs to help release something further in the scene to add life so a 

lot of actors who have taken a scene study class will be familiar with it.  

I always put a lot of emphasis on the moment before, it’s partly important work as 

rehearsals and production aren’t usually done chronologically and knowing where the character 

came from is necessary and very important to know. The script doesn’t always offer this, which 

is then an important task to imagine and create oneself as an actor, or together with the director. 

Just imagine a scene where a character is going into a surprise birthday party but just having 

found out that they have cancer or perhaps just having shared in the scene before that no one ever 

remembers her birthday? It will make all the difference and if I have little to no time to prepare 

this tends to be my biggest focus to imagine what i’ve just lived through. In A Challenge to the 

Actor, Uta Hagen writes that a good way to prepare your moment befores might be through 

creating opposite emotions, to put one in the position of stepping into a circumstance that is the 

last thing one might expect31. Which is something I’ve found very helpful as an actor, director 

and writer. 

Now beyond preparation, for me, comes the Meisner background of presence in the 

moment and ‘living’, but regardless of technique or background this is about the moment to 

moment work32 and for this part it’s not about thinking what an object should bring up, or where 

my character lived as a child, no it’s about being focused and present in the moment and 

listening to the other character. Whatever preparation has been done is what it is, but to do the 

moment to moment work one has to listen, observe, and this will lead to creating truthful 

responses as one is so intune in the scene33.  Larry Moss says that “concentration is the key to 

powerful acting” 34 and I think this is quite true, but I think it is also important to note that 

whether you are entering a scene to do your moment to moment work, living within the 
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circumstances as if this is happening for the first time, of course not knowing what will happen 

next or even knowing what you will say next (even though, of course you do). But I think 

practically this is not just an activity of presence but also of trust. A lot of times what takes actors 

out of their moment is becoming self-conscious: wondering how the audience will receive what 

you’re doing or if you are doing the tactics you planned, or the movement or other things. That 

would be moment to moment work within one’s head wondering if one is doing well, being 

impressive, doing the right things, making someone like it or be moved and I would argue that 

this is a quite impossible feat to achieve if the worry is about how one is perceived rather than 

having the sole focus on the partner in the scene. And allowing the moment to moment work to 

be a piece of one reacts to one thing, which leads to a reaction and behavior being expressed 

somehow which then affects the other and so forth. It’s not really possible to be present both on 

one self and the other and achieve a moment to moment work, and the moment to moment work 

is the part of the actor’s process and the job is just like life. It’s not particularly life-like, in 

general, to plan exactly what we will try to do to another person's behavior through clear tactics, 

but rather we come up with word, phrases, silences, behaviors or distractions and so forth off of a 

response to something that is happening to us, often stemming from something external: 

information, a turn of events, an object with meaning, a certain tone or energy spreading and 

affecting us and so forth. But to be present for this as an actor I think it is important to mention 

that not only presence and concentration is necessary but trust in that we know enough about the 

character, that we have prepared enough or can accept where we are at and just trust that 

everything will be ok, and that we will come out ok. And that we can then just let go and trust 

that we will fly. 

When talking to actors about what actors do and need to do, I and many others will 

mention breathing and relaxation as a necessity for our preparation and our presence in our 

acting process: “actors work their entire lives to be present in front of an audience”.35 Many 

actors have methods in how they approach this on their own through warm ups, meditation, 

exercises but there is of course a separation between being completely relaxed physically whilst 

playing a character going through a different process. But there is a need for conscious 

preparation of this to be relaxed in order for a certain presence, energy and liveliness connected 
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to the character and story at hand, but also relaxed in trust and bravery for what’s to come that 

always comes with a degree of improvisation in some element as it’s live in front of an audience, 

or live in rehearsal with a group of actors, or in front of a camera crew. But regardless of the 

character’s situation, it is important to find a healthy level of relaxation to meet the nerves it 

takes to be an actor I think.  

Then of course there is the potential process of not just warming up and working on your 

own voice but the process of working with accents, dialects, sociolects or potential vocal 

qualities, this typically done with a voice or dialect coach. It can be dictated or communicated 

through patterns or word choices, stage notes or just something the actor or director has come up 

with.  

A part of the actor’s life is auditioning, a time consuming, vulnerable and truly a test to 

hope, discipline and ambition as it meets with (for most) waiting. It is a part that is unpaid even 

though it can requires days of work and preparation, except for a current resurfacing debate over 

paid auditions (past a certain point of simply submitting a resume and reel) from an old and still 

existing phrase in a SAG-Aftra contract .36 But as a standard practice when this is being written, 

part of the job of the actor is to audition and applying for roles through the process above, or one 

or more of the various angles of it, for the full days, or perhaps fitting as much as possible in in 

just a day or hours before one needs to submit. Or my personal favorite: when you’ve shown up 

to the callback and prepared for the sides of a scene only to meet a horrified stage manager 

looking panicked, ashamed and sad over the fact that you have been given the wrong sides. And 

you now have 30 seconds to read a 5 minute scene and make interesting, impressive choices that 

honor the playwright and circumstances to book you the job. In this specific experience the stage 

manager running the audition was kind enough to announce to the room of their mistake and also 

announce that this actor, me, will be reading this for the first time… in front of you. I also had a 

fever, not to make this comical, but the drama and comedy isn’t always solely on the stage. Now, 

past the auditioning experience which typically includes more preparation than a cold read 

(meaning a non rehearsed, non prepared reading of a text) is the main focus of the job to prepare 

and execute, such as exemplified above. I personally find some cultural differences and 
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expectations of how prepared actors are assumed to be once arriving to a first meeting, first 

rehearsal, or even first day on set, and those cultural differences between Sweden and the US and 

the UK I would attribute to hierarchy differences, time of rehearsals of plays (a lot of Swedish 

shows for the big institutional theaters will rehearse for 8 weeks). If you’re an American reading 

this you might be smiling at this point, as this is longer than some are offered in New York City 

at quite big, reputable theaters. So of course, time with a director will affect how much 

preparation an actor accepts to have done ahead of entering a rehearsal, with little time together 

most actors want to be very comfortable with the text and their memorization to be able to get 

some actual direction and ability to dig further within and with the scene partner. But there is 

also another reason I’ve seen more Swedish actors (during my limited 3 years back home) arrive 

like blank slates and I take from interviews and conversations that the director has a different 

hierarchical role. Of course there are different kinds of directors, which we will soon get into, but 

some micromanage and might view actors more as puppets and some give very little direction. 

But for many actors, an eight week preparation and rehearsal with a director or director’s 

assistant for theater, or rehearsal for film isn’t the norm and thus it is expected and assumed, 

perhaps without knowing it that a director has hired not only the actor but the actor’s preparation 

before they arrive to the theater/set 37.  

Beyond the actor’s preparation of analysis that will involve typically some or all of the 

previously mentioned depending on technique or training. There are also actors who’s process is 

nothing about preparation of the text but might learn their text the same day and focus on 

improvisation and spontaneity. I think this is a decently shared view, especially of directors for 

film who don’t plan rehearsals (when given an option to) as there is a view that rehearsal takes 

the spontaneity and magic of living out of it. So working with actors, it is of course also possible 

that they have not prepared (it is also possible that you’ve not been sent the script or a scene due 

to a rewrite or for some directorial reason, perhaps not wanting to reveal a particular scene in the 

end or so) and the actor might then rely completely on their first impression and first feeling of 

the scene. Kristen Stewart, an actress coming from a Lee Strasberg educated acting coach is 

known for not looking at the scene to be shot of the day, sometimes only five minutes before a 
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take38.   

Some actors also or only prepare through physical exercises, often used by acting coaches 

and teachers at universities these might include exercises with props, balls, the space, being 

statues and being shaped by others, it might include physical exercises to warm up or explore the 

movement of the character before making a set choice: animal exercises, movement type, 

copying walks of people, pace and rhythm, working with music or sound. There are physical 

exercises that revolve around imagery of invisible things, energies like fire, water, or embodying 

memories or sayings that might have everything or nothing to do with the text or the character 

and their world. It is quite common to physicalize and do movement activities as part of the text 

learning to avoid it becoming too brain-learned, and this is one of the main areas of exploration 

that I’ve wanted to dive into for this master’s. Actors prepare in very, vastly different ways 

depending on background, preference, time and resources available as well as the particular need 

of the project or character themselves. I shadowed a directing teacher in NYC who wouldn’t 

work with actors on their scenes or monologues unless they fully had the scene in their body. He 

wouldn’t be rude about it but simply state that he can’t direct anyone who doesn’t know the text 

fully. Creating my projects for this program, and in life in general, one doesn’t always have the 

funds or time with actors to expect the same as if they’d work for an institutional theater, and I 

wanted to explore the various areas of acting as a means and start my directing projects. There 

are many types of directors with different ideas of how to direct based off of their training and 

their experiences, perhaps they are actors themselves or perhaps they have never taken an acting 

class in their lives. When I graduated with my BA, I was surprised at how often directors would 

give notes that were result based, image based connected to how the see a shot or a stage image, 

and not directing through things to work with that is connected to the actor’s process, which led 

to a big question: when and how do director’s give workable guidance that helps the actor. When 

and how do they do the opposite? And how often are they being unhelpful when trying and 

thinking that they’re being helpful, well if you ask actors: this happens quite often. And it also 

got me thinking about directing and the value of rehearsals: how they should be done to be useful 

in creating inspiration and a life for the character, rather than the fear of some director: burning 

up the candles so that nothing is left when action is called. And when creating rehearsals is it 
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more useful to create hands on exercises that are related to what is to be done on the stage or in 

front of the camera? What would happen if the rehearsals were based on a physical exercise in a  

huge room even though the scene itself takes place in a tiny room on a soundstage that doesn’t 

involve movement. The most common critique towards directors being viewed as bad, or 

unhelpful in what they’re trying to do, is that they’re giving result-driven direction. Meaning an 

actor sitting with a five page text that will run about five minutes that starts off happily and ends 

with the director wanting a breakdown. Simply saying: I want you to cry isn’t the most useful to 

actors always, unless the actors know how to translate that into something workable of course 

within their process. Recently when looking through a common filmmaker’s book that contains 

chapters of all areas of filmmaking creatively and technically from idea, pitch, development, 

production to premiere, I couldn’t find a single chapter on directing actors. And when most talk 

about the director’s job they aren’t, at least, solely focused on directing actors. But if you only 

direct the shots, the sound, the editing and not as focused on the actors, or understand the actors 

then something might be missing and probably, there’s even more storytelling that could have 

been done.  

DIRECTING 

So what do directors do, how does it differ in theater and film, and what is the tradition 

with rehearsal? When giving direction that isn’t helpful, or useful or say workable to actors, what 

might be the reason and what are ways depending on their time and ability to be giving helpful 

direction. One part of being helpful is of course having the knowledge of knowing what an actor 

needs, part of this comes from being aware of the actor’s process and the particular actor at hand: 

of their process. For this project, or in general. But first: what does a director do and how is 

being a good director described: actress Carmen Ejogo said that “any good director, and I've 

worked with a few that I would call very good, they know how to disarm any anxieties very 

quickly”.39 Meanwhile actor Kevin Bacon said that “a good director creates an environment, 

which gives the actor the encouragement to fly”.40 Here to clarify, or confuse us more, Oscar 

winning writer and director Denis Villeneuve said that he thinks a “good director is a good 
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listener”. 41 The actor Martin Landau, who acted in Hitchcock and many other director’s work 

for the screen for about forty years described directing trough: “a good director makes a 

playground and allows you to play”. 42  

As we can tell, directing is also quite varied in how it is viewed and what the job actually 

is and what it incorporates. Just recently the director’s guild for stage and screen in Sweden 

published a book and digital pdf about the director’s role, in which they break down the 

director’s job to be both an artist and a team leader, the director works on the project from start 

to finish (or in the case of theater: until the premiere, with potential dates added to come work 

with actor/performer replacements or potentially to come check in and check up on the show’s 

progress). Director’s can come on very early on in the project and hire the writer, co-write or 

simply work with the director, or come in to direct a finished script. In film, as well as theater, 

the director in the pre-production state will often put together pitch material to communicate the 

director’s vision, both for financing, development aid or for production financing and pitching, 

but the vision material may also be used as the director starts putting together the team they want 

to work with. In film the director might hire the producer to help this process along, whereas in 

theater a director might be hired to direct a play that’s been selected for a run, or the director 

might bring the play (finished, in development, or devised material) with them in the opposite 

order. The next step in development is continued work and analysis of the script, research, 

dramaturgy and sits with the writer with questions, feedback, and goals for any work ahead of 

production (film). The director then, either alone or with the screenwriter/playwright, offers 

character breakdowns to commence casting, often through a casting director. Then the director, 

in coalition with the producer(s) will hire what in Sweden is known as the A-functions of the 

production: production designer/scenographer, costume designer,  make-up artist, sound 

designer, light designer (in film: this is called a gaffer but typically hired later once the 

cinematography vision is more specified) and additionally in film the editor and composer will 

get hired. In collaboration with the A-functions the director will work with their team to develop 

a concept within each department: film/scenery locations, scenography, costume, make-up, 

sound, music and then in film: an editing concept. The director partakes in going over if the 
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budget and timeplan matches the project vision to ensure that the team leading part of the job is 

creating a realistic plan where everyone is developing the same film/stage show within the time 

frame allocated. The director during this part will go over if there are any needs to special 

competences: stunt, SFX, VFX, intimacy coordinator, or a dialect coach and so forth. The 

director also partakes in meetings for marketing and launching material: poster designs, and 

strategies presented by the marketing department. While prepping for the production of the film, 

or the rehearsals of the play the decided amount of week leading up to a premiere (typically three 

- sixweeks) the director continues breaking down the script, and in film will work on the 

intentions of the scenes and they are to be told, staged, as well as shot. The director, in film 

particularly, will check in and pass on the creative vision with the a-functions and will make 

sure, with the producer, that the creative direction and choices match with the script's intentions 

and the budget. The director will also go through any character training that the actors might 

need such as skills to prep. According to the director’s book (film) the director will then conduct 

necessary rehearsals with the actors and might potentially have a script readthrough with the 

actors (more on this soon). In theater the director will typically commence the first rehearsal day 

with a collation, a read through with the team to also introduce the production design, make up, 

costume, lighting, music that will be added later on. The film director will also prepare and 

communicate the ideas and visions for the score to the composer at an early stage, will 

communicate to the producer which licensed songs that might be used in the final cut version of 

the film, as music rights in films is a slow process. The director in film, or theater director on a 

site specific place(s) will conduct a location visit to all set places with the location manager, unit 

manager, photographer, scenographer/production designer, sound and light designer (gaffer) and 

make creative and logistical choices for said locations. The film director will develop a 

storyboard, potentially with a storyboardist that draws each shot, floor plans and shot lists, 

together with the photographer whilst making specific notes on starting and ending lines next to 

the drawn image, as well as technical notes of the lens, camera angle choices and so forth. The 

film director also goes through the production schedule with the unit manager, 1st AD and 

everyone else involved and constantly communicates any changes or updates to the production 

leaders and a-functions, as well constantly check in with the director’s version of the script 

matching up with the current choices, ensuring that the original vision remains intact. During 

production the director leads the crew and actors and maintains a good working environment, 



communicates with all necessary functions regarding any potential character or dramaturgical 

changes, checks in/conducts script changes in collaboration with the writer and notifies relevant 

cast and crew regarding changes. The director continues the planning and adjustments for the 

shooting plan, and potential adjustments due to location/weather/cast changes.43 And much more. 

A theater director’s work will be much more defined by the creation of one or multiple settings 

within the show through the collaboration with the production designer/scenographer, costume 

designer, make-up artist, sound and light designer plus stage technicians and the cast. In addition 

to this, if you are directing a short film or something low budget then likely as a director you 

might also be the production designer, casting director, producer, or in general covering more 

than one role. 

 During my thus far 16 years in theater and film as an actor, directors have in varying 

degrees been helpful, but I haven’t been able to shake the idea that one: in film, actors aren’t 

mentioned as much as the technical, logistical and creative planning of the film, and two: that 

director’s often enter a dialogue with actors knowing where they want something to go but not 

always able to communicate in terms that will actually help the actor. Partly because a lot of 

directors aren’t actors and don’t have the time to take an acting degree, or course, or even 

workshop. But in most of the breakdowns that I’ve read, especially while actively searching for 

this paper: is directing actors really not a common chapter, or even necessary to mention more in 

lists such as above where actors are mentioned in one: casting actors and two: directors spend the 

production period directing the actors and the crew. In film we see how the breakdown for the 

prep for the visual starts through a collaboration with a production designer, with a location 

manager and location scout, with a photographer and with breakdowns of floor plans and set ups, 

shot lists, storyboards where you can see every single shot and when it occurs. I think acting is 

very, very hard. I think directing is also very, very hard. A director’s job isn’t made easier if 

logistical things are going wrong, or if an actor is sick or if you have to cut shots for the day due 

to technical issues, or need to find a new actor very fast. But I can’t help but wonder if at least 

half of the amount of meetings or prep time discussing visions, ideas, or maybe even a rehearsal 

of some sort ahead of a film production isn’t just as necessary as the developmental stage with 

other a-functions.  
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COMBINING ALL OF THIS INTO A PRACTICAL APPROACH FOR MY PROJECTS  

For this project I looked at all of these points: how do things work, how do the 

occupations work, and how do I work, what am I assuming, how are other people working, how 

do they prefer to work if they could choose  and how does this get put together? Is the goal to be 

a good director useful at all because what is good, to whom is it good, and how do you become 

something that is extremely difficult to pinpoint? Because good depends on factors right? Good 

for one film doesn’t mean good for another? Here comes the term helpful: instead of being a 

good director, I wondered if adding my new term would help me as a director more. With goals 

and questions regarding: who can help, guide, free and reach a film’s objective and scheduling 

but through looking at: helpfulness through needs. Such as instead of saying: what do actors need 

and how can I direct them, to what do actors need and how can I be helpful to their needs? 

Through surveys, conversations and interviews I tested various ways to prepare for filming and 

staging that are both standard but also some that are not as common, and looked at what do I 

think is helpful and what do other actors and directors think is helpful? 

During this master’s I wanted to explore what the term helpfulness means, if creating an 

approach and process of analysis of multiple aspects would find benefit from the usage of said 

term, and to see if adding firstly: a rehearsal and meeting of some sort ahead of collaborating on 

short films, or scenes from my plays and secondly: if setting up the rehearsal in a manner where 

we’re not directly rehearsing the scene how it will be played, if a rehearsal of the sort would be 

helpful to the actor in the character development process and if it would later turn out to be 

helpful once performing in front of a camera/an audience.  

To start I set up rehearsals with various exercises that I thought would be equally 

challenging for everyone in the room, exercises that revolved around playing, doing, moving, 

that were focused on what the other person was doing and how they behaved. The exercises I 

wanted to fit into any or multiple of the following were how I had broken down my biggest 

inspiration in my acting and directing journey, the previously cited Sanford Meisner: Acting is 

living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. I ended up defining this as the following way;  

● Living (breathing, moving, listening, speaking, touching, smelling, feeling, 



playing) 

● Truthfully: (working with impulses and breaking down the pressures of what one 

should do rather than being free and fully present. Exploring individual organic 

and helpful processes).  

● Within (a continuation of the work mentioned prior but focusing on the internal 

process, imagination and presence that the actor’s training develops, exploring the 

inside out and the outside in acting processes).  

● Imaginary (awakening the senses and character development, and most 

importantly: developing a mindset and work process that allows a separation from 

what is real, and being able to let go of the imaginary once the scene is over, 

something not as focused on).  

● Circumstances (Given circumstances: plot, text, facts, theory, analysis, research, 

theme, character development, context, conversation and communication).  

My next step was to dig into the exploration of the term helpfulness and creating a 

helpful directing process for the actors and ended up defining my expectations, hopes and goals 

on the exercises and the flexibility of myself as a team through the exploration of what helpful in 

this specific project would be investigated through. Firstly I looked at helpful as being Creatively 

forwarding, inspiring, rewarding, challenging, insightful, and educating. As well an ability to 

give and receive boundaries, plus aiming to create a space where we are sharing expectations and 

fears; both from where we are starting and how they change along the way. This by checking in 

and starting each day by seeing the person before looking at the character. Is there anything they 

want to share on this day, in private or with the group, is there something that they do not want to 

share that I need to create a privacy for? Next I felt that within the term helpfulness there needs 

to be measures of ‘healthiness’: and this I defined as respectful, safe, ethical, reasonable, 

communicative, transparent and consent based as well as looking with sustainability for the job 

and process. Another angle of how I broke down helpfulness was how am I creating, allowing or 

possibly demanding presence (alertness and connectedness with the people in the space, the 

space itself, and the senses; visual, audio, kinesthetic, smell, taste). And to look at concentration 

there is of course an element of concentration and focus: defined in connection to presence 

above, in this project focus is defined along the lines of connecting to something, which in the 

realm of acting might also mean disappearing into something, and might show itself in actors 



who do not remember anything of what just happened and not being able to fully verbalize how 

an exercise or the run made them feel. I decided quite early, and knew from personal experience 

that it would be difficult to measure a percentage or any type of unity of how present one was, 

and that my focus for this project would be more on whether this was helpful for me today, yes 

or no, asked to each person, and analyzed on each person. As it is quite common for actors to 

come out of auditions or live performances and having spent minutes or hours on something and 

discovering that the memory or ability to retell it works a bit differently than retelling other 

experiences. A strange part of presence can look just like that. Lastly I went into creating and 

selecting my workshop and rehearsal exercises with one of my favorite parts of acting and 

directing: creating freedom. Freedom to fail, to play, to explore, to learn, to oppose what the 

actors think they should be doing based on internal or external pressures. And a freedom and 

relaxation that comes with the trust and safe space where one becomes so intune with the true 

impulses that the listening and responding, the moment to moment work, becomes like living. I 

went through my favorite exercises, other actors advice and off of workshops I took at RADA 

and in NYC, at Binghamton University and other workshops, that checked one or more or the 

above mentioned and ended up with the following as my main exercises: 

● “Giving” text: when working with the text during the text learning process this exercise is 

about being given the text, one phrase at a time by another person. Listening to the phrase 

breathing and saying it to the scene partner on the chair across (or what is remembered of 

the phrase). Doing this through the entire scene and getting to work with the natural 

impulses.  

● Once we’d get into learning the text together we’d take maximum 6 back and forths, 3 

each and go over and over from the beginning of the section to the end while moving 

around through mainly the following exercises (1 run on each exercises):  

- Laban qualities of movement: Floating, Dabbing, Wringing, Thrusting, 

Pressing, Flicking, Slashing, and Gliding (a method and language for 

describing, visualizing, interpreting and documenting human movement 

through the factors of weight, time and space) 

- Playing around the space as physical elements: fire, earth, water, wind, 

and very importantly specifying which element and in what form. If it’s a 



fire, is it a powerful, reckless, fire taking everything down and burning 

acres of forest down? Or is it a simmering candle in its last seconds before 

it burns out. Or a cozy fire offering warmth to some cold hands. 

- Wall exercise: pushing away the wall while saying text 

- F-exercise (saying the words and phrases internally but only being allowed 

to speak on an F. 

- whisper exercise: laying in a child’s pose and whispering the words 

- Chair exercise: holding a chair over the head, that fits the actors physical 

needs. 

- Then we’d run it once without any exercise. Just listen and respond.  

● Starfish movement exercises: we’d also explore the text while imagining that we are 

starfish laying on our backs on the floor and turning and moving through shifting as if we 

were starfish. 

● Animal movement theories (we used analysis and studying of movement, embodying 

them, and the effect of switching between two during speech. This thus included some 

homework and wasn’t simply playing around as a cat, but go home and watch and study 

two specific animals and study everything about their movement. Where it comes from, 

where they lead from, how they touch the ground, and all the details. (The animal 

exercise described in detail on expanding your behavioral choices) 44 

● With monologues and scenes we explored text through cutting up all the words in a 

monologue or in a scene and putting them all in a hat, then one by one picking one out 

and reading the word then playing with how the word sounds, how each vowel sounds, 

tastes, vibrates, feels, what imagery each vowel might release. 

● Viewpoints: we did a lot of viewpoints, something I learned from Ned Bennett 

(LAMDA) in London.  We’d do this both in just the physical simplicity: moving on the 

grid one across from another. Then standing on a line, a grid, there are only a jump, 

sitting down/kneeling down, taking a step forward, a step backward, turning around and 

turning back as the possible options of movement and action. Later we’d also do this 

exercise with lines and runs full on long scenes. 

 
44 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p141 



● Quizzes and team building exercises: we’d also do silly music quizzes as an ice breaker 

where everyone would anonymously send me their favorite song, as well as their most 

embarrassing song they listen to. Then the quiz would be about everyone looking around 

guessing based on reactions and chemistry in the room, or perhaps guessing based on a 

hint or perhaps a feeling on who might have sent it in.  

● Music as background: we did exercise both in the room where everyone heard the same 

song but also where everyone got to individually work on a monologue with a song of 

their choice playing mildly behind.  

● Overacting: once the text was solidly in the body and not in the brain we would do acting 

exercises focused on making mistakes and doing things in the wrong way. Overacting is 

most actors' biggest nightmare, mine included, this exercise was a way to explore a zone 

that is scary but also to explore if our impressions of overacting actually is being over the 

top or if it might actually release something.  

● Doing it wrong: we’d switch out accents into a completely different world where 

something doesn’t fit and would switch out facts of the given circumstance, for example 

this monologue isn’t at a funeral, it’s at day care center. Or my job isn’t a lawyer but a 

clown. Some of us would also work on doing it in the wrong language: we’d translate 

into languages we knew fluently and played around with it in it.  

● Meisner improvisation: we played around with Meisner technique and the introductory 

repetition exercises from it. I spent two years studying it in New York during my BA and 

set up levels how we’d work on this depending on the other actors' experiences. 

● Walking around the room on various rhythms, with the goal of filling every empty area, 

tempo 1-10 with 1 being the slowest. 

● Mirroring exercises: physically mirroring each other with and without announcing a 

leader. 

● One word at a time improv: pairing up and telling a story by making up one word each to 

follow the word just given to us. 

● Linklater voice: vocal warm ups, breathwork, vibrational work, placement, speech and 

voice (I only did myself as I didn’t feel equipped to teach or guide others through it) 

● Subtext work: paraphrasing and improving the text and choosing one subtextual phrase 



that would be added in between each line of the script (for example one of the text we 

worked on is a play I wrote and in a scene that is mainly focused on the grand child 

alienating themselves from their grandmother, who is showing signs of alzheimer but 

who has also become more and more prejudiced and racist, for this I played with in 

between each line saying: it’s very painful to love you) 

 

This might look like a lot of exercises but a lot of these we’d go through in a few minutes 

whereas a few of these I’d spend hours on. The reason I focused so much on one particular 

exercise can summarize and express the goal for a lot of these exercises: Viewpoints, moving on 

a grid, became my go to in this process. First off this is an exercise that is quite open and takes 

away from any expectation of how an actor should act, be dramatic, or anything else that actors 

might enter with. It is simple and easy to understand. It is quite revealing what actors might be 

blocked internally based on if they’re very worried or asking a lot of questions of what they’re 

supposed to do, what they’re supposed to learn, wanting to do the right thing. It’s also telling if 

they’re striving to hold control or if they can become so focused on the other person that they 

almost instantly respond with one of the physical options: thus is there a pause (I find that if they 

pause they want to make a mental decision rather than just be in it). It also revealed some 

patterns: some end up repeating the exact same physical option as a response while others 

constantly want refreshment and change. Some break the rules and others do not. Sometimes one 

would break the rule of the viewpoints game and the other would try to follow but within the 

rules, sometimes anarchy would arrive. Sometimes they’d begin to giggle, to compete, or 

become very calm and focus. Often I’d let this go on for 10 minutes minimum (I’d love to 

rehearse full on plays in the future by simply letting this go on for hours on hours of just doing 

this) and sometimes they’d be shocked at how much time was passing and sometimes I could tell 

that they were yearning for it to be over (potentially so they could ask what the heck they were 

doing). Then we’d do this with text.  I actually ended up for some of the short films and ended up 

having so little time with actors due to illnesses and such that I chose to rather do this for 30 

minutes than rehearse the scene. Rather we’d read the scene, I’d tell them: we’re just reading it 

you don’t have to act. And then we’d do this exercise, and perhaps we’d end up squeezing in one 

more readthrough as our last thing, either as their own character or switching to someone they’re 

not actually playing. I ended up using this so much as it creates an equality within the ensemble, 



usually there are various ages and levels of experiences, and this doesn’t require training. It’s so 

unclear and unknown to most that they don’t and can’t really know what I want them to do or 

how they could impress each other or me because they can’t really. So they basically end up with 

the fact that all they can do is observe the other person's response. I think this is a good way to 

introduce a way of working with me as a director as I view my main goal as a director, past 

casting, in paying attention to their impulses and seeing what they want to do, seeing if there’s 

anything holding them back or if they’re in their heads. It also prepares me for how they might 

need direction. Some are so playful I’ll know that this person can play like a child instantly, 

others I might end up giving a direction to bring out something playful out of them, possibly 

even in a scene where playfulness might not seem obvious. It shows me how they act when 

they’re in their heads and by talking about the exercise they share what they thought was hard, 

easy, fun or boring and that will also inform me to some extent as what they might need. I might 

also tell when I need to step in to make sure that someone is having fun and feeling good about 

themselves, because we’re not going to get anywhere if they don’t feel comfortable or competent 

in this quest. And lastly, I think this is a good exercise because there is something physical 

constantly going on, when adding text it becomes hard to stay in one’s head: the text will just 

come out in any way based on behavior and what the other person is doing to them, which I think 

is important in plays and films. Many of the other exercises also follow this as they’re physical 

which both helps put focus on the partner, increasing a presence, focus but also connection with 

the partner, but I’ve found that it also often deepens their connection to the text they’re saying 

and it allows for the text to land within the body in a way that it will be building up for a 

possibility to repeat the text over and over on set without revealing that they’ve said this over 

and over and yet still sounding like they just came up with it now as a response to what they 

were given. Doing the movements such as laban, animal exercises, energy exercises might also 

be a very good place to explore a character, a scene and a text without making acting choices, 

discovering through other senses and instints. It becomes an actor’s exploration of all of the 

complexities of the character. Perhaps by accident by doing an aggressive punching movement 

on a line that has always been said mildly with a pause now flies out on the top of their lungs, 

and surprises them, just like us as humans surprise ourselves.. It counters and challenges habits 

and patterns within actors and within choices and continues to challenge who the person is, just 

like how humans work, we are quite often surprising ourselves by saying things or saying things 



in ways that are out of character. And of course, I think it is important to follow the fun and it’s 

important to build a space where silliness, mistakes, doing wrong things but keeping going 

without judging, and simply giggling a bit (regardless of the tone of the text) I think is valuable, 

or to stay on thread: helpful.  

 Beyond setting up these exercises as a way to see if it would create a freer, more playful 

way of approaching the actor’s process, I also conducted surveys, interviews and had discussions 

with my participating actors. For this I had a set of questions that I asked that we looked at ahead 

of workshops to discuss as a group: 

● How would you define respect as a part of acting? 

● How would you define trust as a part of acting? 

● What can you control in the acting process?  

● What does pressure mean to you?  

● What does healthy mean to you in a rehearsal and performative process? 

● What pressure do you feel from others and from yourself when in an acting role?  

● Do you ever feel disappointed by yourself as an actor? How or why? 

● What does balance mean to you? (when balancing for example being challenged and 

suffering, improving and being good enough without that improvement?)  

● Do you think that you are helping yourself in your work (meaning is there a pattern or 

admitted balance in your life that can evaluate when something is helping or harming 

you? Does that measurable pattern exist in the concrete you think?) 

● How would you define a director that is helpful? 

● How would you define a director who is unhelpful? 

The actors participating would also be given the same anonymous survey as non-participants 

after the workshops and project that would ask:  

● For how many years have you been active in acting? 

● I am or have worked/studied acting in this/these country/countries/regions 

● My road towards being an actor is through for example: a course, an education, self-

taught, other road? 

● What does the term helpfulness vs non-helpfulness mean to you as an actor and your 

process (ahead of, during or after a finished production? 

● Examples of moments where a director has guided(directed(helped you reach something 



that you have identified as positive/rewarding within your acting? (for example it could 

be directing that unloosened something within a moment, connection to a character or 

creativity or the craft of acting in general) 

● Examples of moments where a director's directing or guiding did the opposite of helping 

you in a scene, a moment, connecting with a character, or hindered something in a bigger 

sense in your acting? 

● Have you ever received directing that you felt was inhibitory or creatively harmful to 

your acting or your craft? 

● Can you recall directing you have received that you return to to help you in other projects 

during prep, rehearsal, performance or production on set? 

● What is the most important to you in order for you to be able to fly free in your acting for 

stage/film? 

● What is something you wish that directors would know or understand about how acting 

works? 

  

The answers I got were varied but I could draw some analysis from it: for the projects 

(three short films and two plays) at the Stockholm University of the Arts, I mainly worked with 

actors active in Sweden, for a varied amount. Some with no training just starting out, some very 

young and going through training currently, some older with a lot of experience both practical 

and from the educational system, and some older just with experience. Some, like me, come 

from a background of training or living in the UK, the US. One thing that all seemed to agree on 

is that the more time with a director to get a sense of what they’re going to be doing, the vision 

of the film and/or the play, is helpful. The actors who were working or had worked in the US 

seemed to find the creative space to be more helpful, and in Sweden it was more common than 

among the American/UK working to find helpfulness in specificity, clarity to what the director 

wants them to do. Some specific comments on unhelpful directing to oneself as an actor were: 

when told to look a feeling, when the director plays out what you should be doing and plays 

ahead of where we are and we’re we are going (line readings etc), when being told things to be 

less of: less funny for example, when a director throws too many things at once (frontloading). 

Comments on helpful directing were that when a director asks me leading questions that takes 

me a certain space, a world of feeling, when the director has given the actor space to explore and 



offered various ways to enter the scene, when the director offers direction giving the actor a 

frame to work within (analyzed addition: clarity). Another comment was when a director gave 

the direction of stop thinking and just be and do, this director had also ensured and put emphasis 

on that there were no mistakes that the actor could make. An actor commented that they had been 

allowed to go through running a scene badly, that it had unlocked something and been helpful. 

Other actors commented that, for film specifically, you tend to go through the script and prepare 

at home and just have to dive into it, and that something very helpful while on set to unleash and 

free the acting was also when the director gave a specific note about something that happened 

previously many pages earlier, reminding them of a given circumstance or a point of a view 

within the character arc. When asking the actors if they had ever received direction that they 

didn’t only view as unhelpful but as hindering, causing blocking or harming the creative 

development in the project as a total or potentially even for the actor past the project most 

answers were for the Swedish actors: a lack of direction, silence, no clarity or feedback, and 

some feedback from an actor was when going into a long take and the director coming up and 

giving all of the notes they have, frontloading, a quite sure way of confusing any person and 

potentially taking the actor out of the moment and putting them in their head. On this line I get 

up, on this I turn, overall more of this, and on this specific here I need to guard how I move as 

the camera has moved to that angle, oh and pick this up and put it down on that word and then 

this for the editor. I think directing like this might not only be unhelpful because of how the brain 

works, too much to think of often makes us forget all of them, leaving us in a cloud of confusion, 

but I think if a director comes up and gives this much direction at once it is probably because the 

director begins to feel stress for something: not getting the shot quick enough according to 

schedule, perhaps doubting the casting, perhaps just projecting stress from something else onto 

the actor who is (or isn’t) actually going in the right way but not fast enough, or simply missing 

something for their arrival at the big space. To front load too many notes ahead of one take is 

problematic and would probably be turned into something helpful if only it was one by one with 

rehearsal so that it can become something the actor doesn’t think of and just does. Or if the 

frontloading can actually be boiled down into something unified, such as: perhaps all of the notes 

reveal a lack of trust, or perhaps all point to missing something in the background/given 

circumstances of the character, or maybe they all relate to the actor not being present. But 

another underlying issue for directing like this might be a lack of trust: an actor might not only 



think that they’re not on the right track, but that the lack of trust of the actor’s ability, or the 

actor’s ability to arrive where this scene needs is not the space the actor needs to work. Trust is 

very important, maybe the absolute most important. 

One comment I received from an actor was an actor who was both at a workshop and also 

acted in my film. She brought up how during filming we had run the scene a few times while the 

camera and everything was set up, then leading into multiple takes in front of the camera with 

some direction before each take. During one particular take I had looked at her and asked her if 

she actually wanted to move more, and told her that she was allowed to follow this impulse if she 

wanted. I partly remember this moment and I remember that I felt she opened up more in the text 

as she began to move her arms more whilst still sitting down. But she described it more 

thoroughly and brought up how a director had told her that she moves too much and that on film 

one shouldn’t move as much, and we discussed this. I told her that perhaps helpfulness might 

mean getting rid of anything with the word “should”, as there isn’t a right or wrong. We talked a 

bit about the technique of stage acting vs film acting where the basis is that on stage you have to 

communicate all the way to the back row with your voice and body carrying far, whereas with a 

camera being placed much closer for wides and close-ups, where one has to be still and be 

expressive with one's eyes. I have a lot of opinions on this being told as rules but as this isn’t a 

paper on technique of stage versus screen I will only share that we discussed that there are two 

parts to this, one: the character, the writing, the moment before, the circumstances, the tone etc 

will lead to the creation of what feels right for the character off of analysis, direction and 

exploration, two: perhaps that is something that helps some actors, rules and guidance, but 

clearly this actor felt held back with it and didn’t know how to make it workable into something 

playful or inspiring. I don’t think I very often have to direct an actor to be more still because it is 

film, having a camera up close, or the space that you have developed with the production 

designer and location scout is doing some invisible directing for you. And sometimes movement 

is called for and actually makes sense. But if it doesn’t fit and isn’t naturally doesn’t adapt to the 

space, situation or placement of camera then I think a more helpful direction is to give the actor a 

focus on the partner, something to do to them, preferably by asking questions like what can you 

try to make this person listen to you, believe, take you seriously, whatever works with the scene. 

Or if they are an actor who moves a lot and the scene or character doesn’t call for it, one: likely 

there needs to be a conversation about the given circumstances or moments before since the 



director then thinks this makes the “wrong” character interpretation or not right here. Two: if the 

actor has a pattern in general or if it just exists in this run, you can give them something physical 

to do, or alter it so that it is more helpful than before. Perhaps by introducing something 

connected to the scene: they’re folding the laundry but delicately while talking about how their 

sister is respectful due to how poorly she treats her family. Or a task like writing a letter, or 

wanting or trying to but the other character just keeps bringing things up. A focus on doing 

something to someone or something can help both bring in the subtext that the director is 

probably missing from the actor. An actor flailing their arms around just isn’t so disturbing to 

most directors or viewers when it’s within the circumstance, and will create a smaller area to stay 

in if needed while still speaking the actor’s language: their process is to do.  

Other comments during the discussions and from the surveys included comments on 

helpful direction through reminders of breath and finding one’s center, to offer suggestions and 

ways of creating an internal monologue going through out the scene (every scene), but there are 

also individual mentions and instances of director’s creating a unique system of communication 

that serves as shortcuts of numbering that led to a coded but understood system of 

communication and direction.  

 When actors were asked what they wished that director’s would understand about acting 

they had a lot of thoughts: that they would understand that character’s always needs a reason to 

do what they do, that trust needs to exist to free the actors, that acting takes time and the process 

is beneficial to time, that the actor’s job isn’t just to create the director’s vision but that it’s a 

collaborative process, that sometime for various reasons it is tough to leave what is actually 

going on on the outside and that some of that might become part of the character, that it’s very 

difficult to creating a character if one is disallowed to express any organic impulses happening, 

and that each actor they will be dealing with is different and for that for different moments they 

might need different things; sometimes easy, simple direction such as “don’t blink as much” to 

maybe needing a five minute chat to get them into the right frame of mind.  

For the directors I wanted a chance to compare what they view the actor’s job to be, how 

they are aware or approach the actor’s process, what they view as helpful to themselves and 

helpful to actors, and potentially bouncing this with other issues at the end from other factors or 

departments in the theater or on the set. For the directors I either conducted interviews or they 

answered an anonymous surveys, I asked the following questions: 



● Amount of years working in directing, and directing for stage/screen/both? 

● I have worked as a director in the following countries/regions 

● A director's main and most important task(s) is to 

● For a director to be as good and helpful in their profession the following need to be in 

place/one needs to be aware of the following 

● A director is the most helpful towards the actor's process when 

● A director is the least helpful towards the actor's process when 

● What is your background and insight to the actor's process and occupation: been one 

yourself, taken a course, an education, never done it yourself, etc 

● What I work with actors the most on ahead of a production is 

● What I work with actors the most on during a production is) 

● Are there any differences between what you expected from the director's job and 

responsibility compared to how it is now when you work with it? 

The director’s that partook in this had from 6 years of experience up to 40, they were or 

had worked in Sweden, other European countries, the US, Canada, South America and Asia. 

Only one of the directors that I spoke to/answered had trained as an actor, but most of the 

respondents had tried it through smaller roles in film, doing it in high school or working at a 

theater in smaller roles. In my experience as an actor working with directors I have not found it 

as common that my directors have ever acted at all, so this will obviously differ more widely 

than shown here. But this was helpful in understanding what or why these directors viewed 

acting in a certain way. On the question what the director’s most important task is the 

respondents commented: carrying the creative vision for the film and opening the collaborative 

process for the team and the actors, creating frameworks that the actors can live through, 

preparing terms and conditions and preparing the space for the actors work: textually, technically 

and scenically. Others commented: making sure everyone is creating the same film, being a good 

team leader or project manager for the team and the actors, having a plan but being mindful and 

open to reasonable thoughts, ideas and not being afraid to pivot. Focusing the creative talents of 

the cast and crew, realizing the script in its most interesting/fulfilling shape/form, and helping 

bring out the best performance from the actors. During one of the interviews with a theater 

director who has worked as an actor prior to directing he said that the director’s job is to get rid 

of the actor’s desire to be better which takes the focus of being better otherwise they’re watching 



themselves all the time. The biggest obstacle is to get the actor out of it, get them to do what they 

have to. If they’re trying to listen, react to the other or respond to the other in what’s happening 

they will be better. But you cannot be better by trying to become better. The control factor: they 

want to be in control of the theater and the lives of the actors and the actors' responses. It’s not 

about controlling, it's about freeing up, our job is to guide, and to tell the writer’s story. 

For both the interviews and the survey when asked what a director’s needs to have put in 

place in order to be helpful they all responded: time. Some responded: time to prepare, other’s 

time to analyze, time to plan the vision and the execution.  

For the question of when and how a director is the most helpful, all the director’s from all 

various countries, levels of years and experience all answered: listening and considering the 

person. That there is no one size fits all. A helpful director is an observant director, another said. 

Aware that each person has different needs. One director said that a helpful director works with 

text analysis, offers solutions and is prepared and flexible to offer experimentation. One film 

director, who is not an actor and only trained to direct through various roles in a crew, said that 

he found it helpful both to them and to the actor if they could either be told or figure out if this is 

an actor who gets better with more takes, or not. I think this is a very important thing to know 

about an actor, and of course this might be relative to the scene at hand, but going into a 

challenging, or any, scene knowing if this is an actor who is going to give it all in the first take 

and then perhaps simmer away a bit and not thrive through the repetition of it, then to make this 

actor look as good as possible and the movie this can inform how you plan your shots. Perhaps 

then you’d plan to start with a close up of this actor, then go over the shoulder to the other, then 

go wider, or something entirely different. If it’s an actor who thrives through repetition, well then 

maybe you want to save the shot you’d dream your money shot, typically the close up, for the 

very end. A lot of actors may save themselves for this shot as they can tell that for the particular 

scene and tone of the piece, the close-up will be the main thing used and they might expect the 

wide to be cutting material. That’s not to say that an equality of focus isn’t given to each shot, 

but just that each actor is so different in how they release or preserve, if they do so at all. This 

way of looking at shot scheduling will not only be respectful and fruitful but might create a 

working relationship that is extra fulfilling and extra collaborative. This is not always possible 

due to technical reasons or weather reasons but if the option is there this might be helpful to 



know. Or just helpful to know things you as the director can prepare to help this actor enjoy and 

discover something through repetition when rehearsal hasn’t been an option. 

On the question of when a director is not being helpful they answered: by not listening, 

by giving result driven direction or telling the actor how the character is, dictating one singular 

vision, not treating actors like artists, by being unclear, by not being able to deescalate 

frustrations that grow, when expecting that actors are like puppets or parrots, by stressing actors, 

scaring them or creating triggers than take them out and closes them up. One director that I 

conducted an interview with said that directors are most unhelpful when they don’t leave them 

(actors) alone, and that it is important for directors to simply watch how they respond to the text, 

and try to help them respond to the text in the way that they want to respond. Understanding and 

knowing the given circumstances really well he suggested will achieve this. 

When looking and comparing what directors work most on with actors ahead of the 

project compared to during the project, these responses pertain mostly to film directing. For what 

they do to prepare many expressed that they focused on analysis of text, conversation about the 

character, spend a lot of time of where the character is coming from, their background, then as 

the biggest focus on set they all seemed to unify in that they mainly talk to the actor about the 

place and the space, both scenically but also in the space within the actor, centering them. Two 

said that they enjoy rehearsing with actors both on the scenes and through offering exercises that 

focuses on backstory, one of the directors commented that if you’re spending money from your 

budget on this it means you needs to reduce something somewhere else and that now part of your 

pre-production also means taking a look at the priorities for the film and budget to come. 

Multiple directors commented on the fact that if certain prep, rehearsal, discussions hasn’t been 

done ahead of set it is according to them too late, because of the stressful factors on the set where 

everyone is pulling you in their direction, asking for answers, asking for creative or technical 

solutions due to weather changes, something braking, or something not going as hoped.  

Multiple people described the experience directing on set as being a place where a lot of 

the work in rehearsal is hard to do due to the uncreative nature of the set and its time factors. I 

agree with this but I thought it was surprising to hear that they don’t view filming as an exercise 

of rehearsing in itself. One of the directors suggested that one of the reasons for this is that the 



job changes from creative leader to a sort of mood manager who needs to lead the troupe and 

lead the energy both from the crew and the cast. Another director said that when there are 

children involved the director cannot be alone but needs assistance because it is a full time job on 

those days to take responsibility for the child’s energy in between takes in order to maintain the 

energy.  

DIRECTING AND ROLE OF THE REHEARSAL 

But what is written about helpful directing or directing actors? Some directors never do 

less than fifty takes, such as how David Lynch is rumoured to work, Clint Eastwood is rumoured 

to only allow one take as he views it won’t get any better by going again. Some are hands on in 

the prep, some don’t have time, some allow for just talking and no rehearsing. But the term 

rehearsal has spread meanings, what are they, what do they contain and what might they achieve 

(or ruin), and is it any different from directing when it comes down to it?  

In the book Directing for the stage by Polly Irvin, Declan Donnellan speaks of directing 

actors towards a target and that if actors are feeling lost or uninspired it is because they have lost 

track of the target, because everything is going towards and being driven to that target. “All an 

actor can play are verbs” he says. He speaks of how the Greek word ‘Theatron’ means a ‘place 

for seeing’45 and this might be a good way to look at being helpful: helping the actors see. But 

seeing what? Seeing the place, the situation, where they came from, who they are talking to and 

what they are trying to do, or maybe why they are trying. Or perhaps, making them see why they 

were hired and that what they’re doing is enough? He also mentions that it is important for the 

director to “direct the scene not the performance”,46 also something equally helpful to remember 

whether in rehearsal or a take.  In the book Directing Actors Judith Weston talks about takes as 

being rehearsals for the following take so if no rehearsals have happened, well this can still be 

useful. She speaks of rehearsal as being a place to focus in on one key way to communicate, to 

through “the language of permission” creating a space where the director helps create a space 

where the actor does the work through ideas, allowances, and inspiration. An example of this is 

to give direction such as: “it’s ok to go a little slower.” 47Another point that is made is that it is 
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helpful to “work in steps, don’t front load all the directions at once”. Judith Weston recalls a 

moment with an actor in pinpointing how he precisely was helpful: “step one: He let me play the 

scene with no direction”. 48 When looking at the goal of the rehearsal Judith talks about how 

something that really matters is “(...) the director’s connection to the actors. Listen to the actors; 

learn their concerns, their questions, their quirks, their sources of energy and power. The actors’ 

connections to the material: (...) making space for actors to safely surrender their resistances, 

their judgements of their characters. The actors’ connection to each other: (...) make relationships 

our focus not individual performances” 49. I think these are very valued points as when producers 

or production companies might look at wishes to have some budget to schedule rehearsals, they 

might not hear the extent of what a rehearsal can achieve. But also that a rehearsal is a 

connection of communication that is no different than that on the set. One of the big reasons I 

think rehearsals need to be relooked, especially in film where it’s not as big of a given as say 

shot listing or preparing the schedule: “rehearsal is a warm up not just for the scene but for the 

actor-director communication.”50 . The director’s communication with various roles get warmed 

up constantly through the sections in development that no one would expect you to do a film 

without really. But then again, for various reasons you might get to rehearse with an actor due to 

scheduling or budget and if rehearsing is communicating and observing, listening and observing 

the actor and learning then that still lives on on set, as well as on stage actor-actor. And for this 

to happen the space has a big importance:“real learning only takes place when you can afford 

trial and error and judgment-free engagement- when it’s not about status or ego, it’s about the 

work”.51 I think this is true in any creative experience, whether it is a rehearsal or a performance 

in front of the camera or on stage, I think it is the separation of only viewing performance as 

performance that one might forget that this is still a detective looking for clues, and learning 

along the way. 

 

“Mike Nichols and Sydney Lumet used to insist that two weeks of rehearsal for each project be 

included in their contracts”52, this old school tradition hasn’t quite lived on except for actors like 
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Robert De Niro who is rumored to demand a read through for all projects he accepts. 

Beyond the directorial tools of the rehearsal Weston goes on to write about helpful tools 

for the director: building on actor’s impulses and ideas, rather than telling them they are wrong, 

is helpful. Communicating through verbs, metaphors and opposites. Using the language of 

permission (you’re allowed to move closer rather than sit right next to each other). Building the 

blocking around emotional events, restrain from front loading all your direction and ideas, 

working beat by beat, letting the actors work: know when to step in and when to step back, trying 

to get actors not to stop when they make a mistake, trusting the process and learning to tolerate 

chaos. 53 Listen more than you talk,54 getting the actors to talk is a good way to figure out what 

isn’t working and can be a helpful tool to help actors. If you want actors to go faster you can ask 

them to pick up their cues: allow them to interrupt the other, and if possible you can add why the 

character does this. Previously I’ve tried to narrow down and pinpoint what the director’s jobs 

are, and perhaps what the biggest job is, a director hero to me is Alejandro Inárritu, and during a 

Hollywood reporter roundtable said that you can block and block but the actor has an internal 

rhythm. Pay attention to actor impulses.55 I think this is a good way to clarify part of my 

viewpoints and physical exercises. I'm observing from an early stage how my actor’s 

communicate and how they’re connected to their impulses. A good comparison for the training 

and rehearsal is a baseball game, or any sport, they might have a moment that runs for a few 

minutes of the game, but that baseball player will have rehearsed for hours and hours to do 

something that seems to be all in the moment. The same goes for acting and the rehearsals 

behind them 56. If a director is a director who wishes for rehearsal and struggles to get it, this 

might be a helpful way to explain it. Since acting is so mysterious to most and not as clearly 

measured through: the forward scores a lot of goals, he is successful and has trained and is 

talented at this. Well, the same is true for acting. And directing for that matter. Another 

important point double downed in Weston’s book is just how crucial trust is in the space and 

how you need it for the people you hire to further install a space of trust: “if you want people to 

trust you- trust them”. This is a great reminder, as directors we’re constantly asking others to do 
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things, but the unifying person and unifying factor sends this out and I find it very true that the 

generosity of what we offer is the easiest and truest form of creating it in the space, if you want 

something to exist or be given back you also need to offer it. When talking about the director’s 

job it isn’t to say that actors is the only factor, there are many people in the team and in various 

departments coming together but it is important to remember that “the way actors absorb ideas 

from their director is not the same as the way technicians execute instructions about sound levels 

or camera placement”, it’s the process of planting seeds. Rehearsals are good in that it allows for 

seeds to be planted and processed. 57 I think planting these trees also helps in creating a space 

where the actors get to really explore through presence, focus, freedom, fun and playing and 

when it is at this point it can be helpful to be reminded what Sanford Meisner said “speak before 

you’re you’re ready” because it isn’t about controlling and steering. But to achieve this it is 

important that curiosity is embedded with fun and intrigue rather than a heavy weight: “It’s 

called a play not a suffering”, a previous professor of mine who is a director, used to say all the 

time to remind actors to follow the fun. If you’re not enjoying it in some way then some choices 

along the way is a clear sign that something in the process needs to change. Simon McBurney 

said: actors who have forgotten how to play as a child shouldn’t be an actor58. Sometimes it is 

our sole job as director’s to look around and create a space to explore with the curiosity of a 

child. 

On the other hand there are actors who have spoken out on the extents to which they will 

isolate themselves to not just refuse rehearsals with them, but who also spend time on set in 

isolation from castmates to really embrace the acting experience (on camera), Jeremy Strong of 

Succession is one of these and has shared that he wants to “feel like "every scene to feel like I'm 

encountering a bear in the woods".59 If I were to work with an actor with such an opposed view 

of what acting is and demands on one, I have and I think going forward it is very helpful to listen 

and ask questions to understand how one will be able to help. Perhaps one would rehearse a 

scene from Hamlet with that individual for a day, or perhaps a scene from Friends to just build a 

language together. Or perhaps an agreement might be made where they will try the actor’s route 
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and not talk or work on the scene together and meet the bear together. 

 

DIRECTING PROJECTS: SHORT FILMS IN FICTION AND PLAYS 

During my directing experiences during this program I worked with a child on one of the 

short films, something that I hadn’t done in quite a while, and never as a director only as an 

actor. I talked with the child’s parents about rules, types of communication regarding story and 

the plot. As the story takes place within a womb, where the child amongst other characters plays 

an egg, but during the film meets two sperm. Ahead of anything we discussed if there was 

anything the parent wanted to avoid mentioning in regards to the reproductive system, as the 

child is young enough to now yet know anything about this, to see if they had any wishes, 

suggestions, or previous phrases used for her understanding. Children are very smart and I think 

understand a lot more than adults sometime give them credit for, and we decided that we’d 

together treat the scene with a sperm, honestly and directly of what he is. But the focus in the 

directing was on the relationship and the expectation of meeting the person you’ve been longing 

to meet, like Santa claus. We decided that for the rehearsal with all the egg actors that the parents 

would be in the building but not in the room to build a group dynamic, but that I wished for her 

to be close by during the production on set. For this particular rehearsal there was a mix of 

factors that adapted how the exercises that I had planned looked. One was that there was a wide 

spread experience, age and training level and my goal with the rehearsal was to read through the 

text a few times, just reading but which usually turns into acting. One of the most helpful things I 

have ever been told as an actor was in working with a much older and much more experienced 

actor-director who said dare to be boring. To sit on stage in front of an audience I think you need 

to dare to be boring in order to get to the point of being entertaining, because one: humans in 

general don’t do every activity trying to entertain, they’re trying to do something, and they’re 

moved to speak, or moved to stop. This is why I usually start with a reading during both 

auditions and in a group meeting to introduce that they don’t need to impress anyone or me, they 

already have- they’re there. They as a group can just read and that there is no pressure or 

expectation that they should do anything else. But during this rehearsal we ended up doing three 

things and they weren’t really the plan. I wanted to do the reading, see if or when they were 

naturally moved, in order to study and observe my actors, seeing how their chemistry would 



form. Ahead of this production I had two actors drop out just two days before and so at this 

reading there was one actor who had been cast just hours before and hadn’t gotten the chance to 

study the script to the same extent. But as we started reading there were a lot of laughs and 

natural instances where they began engaging and playing with each other, and in between the 

readings they began trying to get to know each other and asking questions that led to them 

becoming a group engaging with each other as I showed them some of the costume pieces that 

had just come through. We went through looking at some shots that were inspiring the light and 

the look of the setting that they’d be walking into. At times I look at the time seeing how my 

limited hours with them was slipping away from any actual physical, vocal or viewpoints 

exercises and I just decided that maybe, hopefully my intuition of not interrupting them would be 

more worth hours of rehearsing. And sometimes I think that being a director is being a team 

leader that has to prioritize time for this when this happens and to realize that maybe fifteen 

minutes of them socializing and building what seemed like very kind, friendly and relaxing 

relationship introductions are worth more than hours repeating text. We did at the end rehearse 

one scene physically on our feet and ran through the blocking of a scene that was to be 

completely faked. All of the lines in the script were a response to how the sperm was moving: he 

was far away, lost not knowing where he was going, like a person who can’t read a map. When 

he slowly understood their gestures and that he should be approaching them we played with what 

he was doing and both the visualization and timing of the lines. Then he would approach them 

but change his mind and run away which would spur more action and movement from them. We 

did this just because I wanted them to play and do a scene where they are a unit with the same 

goal, also because it is the most technically challenging scene with six people moving in relation 

to each other. I demonstrated where the camera would be and played around with them 

pretending I was holding a camera. The whole thing must have looked quite chaotic and we left 

it there. Not to decide exactly what they were going to be doing, as if there was one right way, 

but to do it away from the crew in private, to try something hard in a different way than dealing 

with just text and behavior, played with it being chaotic and that that was ok, planting seeds. For 

the next day they all arrived to set with nerves but ready to play and we treated the takes as 

rehearsals. In between takes there was a facility to communicate that the camera was resetting 

and that if they wanted to go to their changing room to work and play with lines for the 

upcoming scene they could. Also in between takes when the actors were sitting waiting they 



seemed to collaboratively engage and communicate in a way that both maintained their energy 

and the child’s energy. As all of these projects during this project missed multiple assistant roles, 

which often happens with short films or lower budgets, this meant that I couldn’t step aside as 

much to rehearse with them in between resets or moments where actors might be in a make-up 

chair. All in all this was a very complicated shoot to be the director, producer and coordinator of 

without a first assistant director but it all worked out well through collaboration and preparation 

with a great team, great director of photography who I could leave resets of camera and light to 

communicate with the production, camera and light assistants and I could step aside to talk with 

the actors, rehearse a bit, talk in private about the characters, but also check in how they were. 

The first day ended up being so long that we ended up, me, the photographer and script 

supervisor looking at what we could reduce in shots and still tell a great story due to some things 

taking longer than expected. The day was so long that I ended up rewriting, in the form of 

blocking, so that we could send the child home and leave the final moment to be shot in a way 

where only the three speaking characters would need to be there. 



 

During the production of my other short film, Who did it, I was lucky enough to have an 

actor I’d worked with as an assistant which meant that she could rehearse text with the other 

actors standing in for me so that I could go over production and shot lists with the production 

team and the photographer. For this production I had had individual conversations with the 

actors about the film, the tone, the backstory of the character, the character itself and 

collaborated in discussing further things about the character and how open the script was to 

building and making certain choices for themselves, whilst looking at some given circumstance. 

We had a workshop with movement and digital reading to accommodate everyone's busy 



schedule, and got to know each other a bit and read through it a few times, again pointing out 

that they can just treat it as a reading. I could tell things were being picked up in the jokes and in 

the relationships which seemed to really bloom on set. However upon welcoming everyone to 

our location there were some actors who, due to life and work, weren’t as memorized as it 

usually goes and the first hour I had planned to involve physical and vocal exercises to play 

around with text, impulses and such became more simple exercises to get the script memorized 

and in their body, by doing the 6 lines at a time, over and over. This became not just a group 

session of quickly getting the text in so that we could start shooting but also I could see how 

seeds had bloomed, or hadn’t, within the actors and it instructed me how they naturally might 

want to move, or get physically stuck in a seat based off of the impulses that were growing as the 

repetition continued. Because I also had an assistant she could also step in for me and I could 

both observe and leave the text-drilling to themselves for more production crew check-ins. Some 

of these actors met for the first time on this day and just hours later had the chemistry as if they 

were deeply comfortable with each other, and I think believably, as couples and friends since six 

years. I think that for the circumstances of this team and doing text-drilling and some easier 

physical exercises it was helpful to not rehearse it in the way they’d be sitting or standing and 

putting them next to characters that they weren’t really engaging with in the same way during the 

film as it both was helpful in building the ensemble as that is one of the deepest relationships in 

the film, the relationship of the group, but also because some of these actors I could tell once we 

were filming really were thriving with many repetitions and some thrived more in just a one take 

go. At the end of each close up (we started with a wide, then mid-wide of one side of the room, 

three characters together, then the other side and the other three, then ending with some tracking 

mid-shots where one to two characters met in frame and then went on to the solo close-ups, then 

ended with filming the final minute of the film inside and outside, revealing the guilty culprit of 

the who did it mystery: who tooted. Also worth mentioning is that my director’s assistant was 

my stand-in during the filming for everything where my character wasn’t in frame allowing me 

to stand behind a screen and give direction without needing to watch playbacks, which saved a 

lot of time. Again a challenging filming and a very long day to film everything in but I am very 

happy we for a few weeks could discuss and read the text and meet. 







 

For my third short film we worked fully on location, a lot of locations all in three and a 

half days and went all over Visby and on the countryside, completely out of chronological order, 

with the smallest production team out of all of these. Here we really worked with what Stella 

Adler mentioned so much: place, place, place. We worked on the relationship to a place (a town), 

to objects, to people, to one self, and with backstories that were invisible for an unusually long 

time. When we got to a certain reveal, a monologue done by my character, I did something I 

hadn’t tried before. And communicated to the photographer to go over the look and angles of the 

scene, the framing, and then communicated that this particular scene demands something of me 

that makes me unable to be present in any shape as a director with the outside perspective of plot 

and look. I wrote the screenplay so that is an important factor to add, but I went aside, with a 

prepared song that I had found that had text and a feeling that I connected to the character’s 

subconscious want, listened to it and studied the monologue for five minutes and then did two 

takes. Á la Kristen Stewart, to explore something new. It was interesting and might be a helpful 

tool for certain scenes. I still think rehearsal and preparation of text in one’s body is for me more 

helpful, but it was interesting trying something new.  

I knew as a director I was interested in a dramaturgy that isn’t so focused on the relief of 

the character being a woman who cries but at the same time there was the character’s arc and 

organic development that couldn’t be denied. But I wanted still to at least play with the character 



hitting a wall and no longer being able to carry on as before, but needing to face her grief, and 

wanted to portray this in film as a woman who is just releasing the tension and fear, but also 

playing it like she wants out of this uncomfortable situation and trying not to cry. Also, a trick I 

learned to try years ago; humans tend to aim for something they don’t want and that makes it 

harder not to release. For example, what is something a lot of humans think when trying to 

contain what they’re feeling: they’re most likely thinking “don’t cry ''. Or sitting at a funeral 

dealing with the strange feeling of joy, they’re most likely thinking “don’t laugh”. A really good 

trick to get a good laugh on camera if it’s not coming out naturally is to go for the opposite, try 

not to laugh, don’t laugh, don’t laugh. Within the circumstance of it that tends to sometimes be 

helpful.  

For the post-production of this particular film, me, the editor, the sound mixer and the 

composer collaborated a lot on pace, information and creating a sensory experience. In fact when 

I shot listed and location scouted this film I was looking for places and images that I thought 

were associated with a smell, a part of grief that I think is unspoken of and wanted to capture: the 

grief that this main character is going through is partly in a voluntary isolation from people and 

friends, and partly an isolation from sensory impressions: tastes and smells. In my personal 

experience I’ve felt that when going through grief, or deeper sadness the first things to lose 

worth are tastes and smells. We debated a lot about what we could get away with, “dare to be 

boring”, well what is boring, is slow boring in film? Can we have a slow paced film diving 

through sensory experiences that leads to an awakening through not revealing anything, or much 

really about the character. Taking out close-ups of details that the character notices that reveal 

what she focuses on as she looks and creating more of a mysterious following. With the 

composer we talked a lot about the same values of transparency and consent for the audience that 

I previously mentioned as important factors for the actor and the crew. Music is a very steering 

element. During a workshop presentation of our scenography part during this program, I 

collaborated with a scenographer and explored a reinterpreted piece of text and then added some 

music to it. When getting feedback from it, the most steering factor of being guided towards 

what to feel or make of it, music was commented as steering the piece’s entire impression the 

most powerfully. I think this is very true, music is very helpful. But to explore how we should be 

able to enter art, film, acting, theater as a place to see, to freely explore, I wanted to explore 

directing the final stages of this film still as a bit more of an open experience, and thus worked 



very heavily on the soundscape of this world and limited the amount of times as well as the 

leading sound that the score would offer.  

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

During my directing experience with another piece, directing a pilot for a feature that I 

wrote, we worked for two months and met individually with cast and crew to prepare in order to 

film 28 pages of text in 4 days, sometimes with multiple locations in one day. Being the actor 

and the director myself it became extra important that I had already talked and prepared as much 

as possible with each department so that we could arrive to set and work efficiently without 

rushing and still exploring, viewing each take as a rehearsal and as an exploration of listening 

and responding, and just letting be with what we had done and where we were at. Working with 

one of the actors over zoom we started our working relationship by working on text not from the 

film and rather did monologue work. This was to explore how this actor worked, if the actor had 

any patterns, or potentially any notions of how they should act rather than just being in the 

moment. We did some movement exercises, the whisper exercise, the f exercise, the pushing 

away the wall exercise, the metaphor exercise, the chair exercise and ended with just straight into 

doing the monologue, and this really took the actor out of any ideas of how a line should be said 

or trying to control where it was heading. We then worked on subtext and the inner monologue 



by adding one key phrase that was said after each line. That’s all we did on this monologue, one 

hour, and we really got to introduce each other in how we like to work, what works and what 

doesn’t, what helped and what didn’t. Ahead of filming the entire acting team got to meet and 

work together, despite most actors not actually working with each other. We did viewpoints, the 

starfish and Meisner, and went on walks for scene runs and just for talks. I scheduled these two 

full day sessions with fika breaks, pizza dinners, cooking together and just doing some ensemble 

building beyond straight up rehearsals as I had a thought that perhaps this is quite helpful to both 

build a relationship to one’s own character, and the other characters. 







 

While filming this project; different scenes and different actors needed different 

directing. With one actor we discussed the relationship, the theme of the film and the tone and 

that the script for that particular scene was only a blueprint, and we improvised a lot.  

After the rehearsal process with the others that I rehearsed with I felt that my most 

common direction on set was either to use the language of permission to express that they were 

in the right with whatever they’re feeling and they’re allowed to let it out and try it, if it doesn’t 

work we have more takes, as I could see impulses not being fully acted on. My other most 

common direction, grace at all the prep work everyone had done alone and together, was to focus 

on the moment before and the backstory. During one of the production days I cut a scene during 

everything I should cause I felt like the crew was too overworked and that the scene wouldn’t be 

worth the extra hours and that the story worked fine without. I do miss this scene but since the 

leadership isn’t just the creative side but also the work environment, I felt ethical concerns to 

working with expensive equipment, draining people who all seemed very tired, I’ve spoken to 

other directors and my mentors about this and they all commented that they did think I had made 

an error in not just for the art pushing for another two hours. I think this is a hard call and I 

struggle to define which level of helpfulness is more important but I do think directors need to 

take responsibility for when planning doesn’t play out as expected and being flexible to everyone 

being human. I acted based on intuition at that moment. With more practice and experience I 

think this will be easier to achieve without worrying about everyone’s energy. But I did also 

know that the following day we had a call time of 6am and we were to film the grocery story 

scenes with a very limited window of focus for this work both from crew and cast as there were 

pandemic rules that only allowed us to be there for a short amount of time. And even though I 

miss this very short scene that I cut, we ended up getting the register scene looking and feeling 

great, which felt like possibly the most important one, and everything we needed for it. I’m not 

sure if the scene would have been as good without cutting the day before shorter. I had a similar 



experience while working as a producer on a project, as a producer on a smaller yet quick big, 

intense shoot I had done the location scouting and bookings, planned, ordered and bought food to 

cover breakfast, lunch, snacks, and dinner (something I do on all my productions whether they 

have a budget for it or not) as I think it is absolutely needed to both respect the crew and cast but 

also as a way of aiding the energy maintaining. I had prepped and planned a very difficult shoot 

but once on production I ended up feeling like I was the most helpful on that production by 

offering support and trying to instill confidence in each person rather than doing all the creative 

things I’d planned to do. My job became to uplift, mood manage and to check in order to fulfill 

my producer tasks. As a director there have come times where one might be more helpful in 

simply asking: do you want to step in this further or do we need to step back. We might be 

heading in the right direction as to how I imagined it but if there is any sign of it not being 

healthy or sustainable or respectful to oneself as to how you’re observing the actor than a break, 

a conversation or potentially calling the scene or pushing a deadline is what I’ve ended up doing. 

And here I am not saying that as soon the scene begins to hit and go somewhere scary, that now 

we withdraw, no no no. The actor and the director works towards this, it’s what both dream of, to 

not only nailing the scene but going beyond and finding new, scary, vulnerable territory. But I’m 

talking about when there are signs that something is becoming so personal or so intense that one 

of course should check in with ones team. I’ve written people out of a scene or changed 

something when I could tell that something was off. With more money and more time I might 

have had more preparation done but at that moment I felt that I hadn’t planned this as well as I 

should have and I need to take responsibility for the working environment when there’s 

something creative that feels… off. I think that this has been a helpful approach and I feel that 

this has helped me in working with actors and crew, and getting to work with them more than 

once and us wanting to work together again. For the rehearsals and workshops that we have had 

for my two plays there have like mentioned above a recurrence of exercises, particularly on 

viewpoints, but for one of these two another level of dramaturgy, character and text analysis is 

what I have found to be helpful beyond getting the text in the body and releasing it through 

playing, freely and safely in a space of trust and no judgment. One of the plays deals with 

Alzeimers and prejudice connected to one of the character’s racially insensitive language. For 

this there are simply other needs that I’ve seen, both through anticipation and through 

observation and clear communication and wishes from actors.  



During a play project I had worked as a stage manager and director’s assistant in year one 

and came back for year two as a co-writer of a new play, based off of the first, and also as a 

producer. One of my main concerns was that during year one there were issues that had seeped 

down into the ensemble which didn’t only consist of a group of individuals with mixed 

experiences in their fields, but on top of it there were all kinds of artistic disciplines that hadn’t 

necessarily collaborated with the other fields such as this before. Actors, musicians, circus 

artists, horses and horse riders, archers, fire artists and so forth. During the first year whenever 

something would go wrong such as weather factors or illnesses, there wasn’t a collaborative 

spirit. They wouldn’t engage really during breaks or rehearsals, they’d sit in groups within 

themselves, and they wouldn’t step in for someone who was sick and take an extra prop with 

them in or out, for example. This all had various, and reasonable reasons as well but for the year 

I produced it I asked myself just how much an existence of an ensemble, comradery and respect 

for each other was helpful. In my experience working with musicals or opera where people also 

share mixed experiences I pondered and thought that perhaps it might be quite helpful and 

necessary for things to run smoothly technically and also artistically. At a part time job I’ve 

gotten to shadow and assist a project manager with a lot of employees, and even though it isn’t 

an artistic project manager, this person will often stop the plan of a meeting to check in to what 

seems to be the most important to him, for the work environment and for the development: and 

that is to check in on how everyone is feeling and doing. And that it is a test of how the 

development is going if people aren’t enjoying themselves. I think this is accurate for managing 

people in general, it is important. For the second year of this show I made sure that my role as 

producer would be to talk individually with each group, allow them to vent on all things they 

find unhelpful and what they need going forward. This was the basis for a lot of discussion with 

the director in how to set up rehearsals and also what rules need to exist for rehearsals and even 

show. The flow of communication from director, producer, stage manager, CEO, etc. And we 

decided that if we could get everyone to the city of the show one day early we could start with a 

read through and a day of fun, food and activities such as trying archery, music quizzes, and so 

forth. This whole project hasn’t been an experiment so I can’t attest or measure to what made the 

actual difference, the cause and the effect, perhaps it was just the team together, perhaps it was 

all the conversations we had with them one on one where they got to express their needs and vent 

over previous things they wished not to see again in a working environment, or perhaps it was 



the team building. Because for my second year back, they socialized beyond their own groups, 

sometimes we’d arrive at the arena and the ensemble would already internally have discussed 

and planned who said a line instead of the person that was ill, or who would carry their set pieces 

off. It was a very different story where everyone seemed to enjoy each other a lot more. And I 

would stand there ready to help but just getting to stand on the corner and look and see how they 

were already helping each other. 

 

 

 CONCLUSION 

So what is helpful? When is it helpful? Was this helpful? There are a lot of questions and 

to conclude I have found a lot more hands on suggestions, clarity  and notes than I could ever 

have anticipated. To be honest I expected to end up at the end of this program and explain how 

this was a process that pertains to my directing style of my cast and crew. But I have found a lot 

more.  

First off, is it helpful to use a term such as the word helpful rather than good, I would 

argue yes. The term is so uncoined and so open that it leads to discussion that reveals 

individuality and individual needs, and steps aside from trying to judge or measure things as 

good or right, big reasons for blockages within actors, and directors, and humans in general. Is it 

helpful to work with a director who knows a bit or a lot about acting and the actor’s process? Yes 

it can be, but it’s not the end all be all, I haven’t found it to be the most important factor to be 

helpful through this process or working and interviewing non-actor directors. A director 

surrounds themselves with people that have a lot more detailed expertise than them. I don’t know 

a lot about electricity or lighting, but I know this, as a director I need to find people who do. A 

director doesn’t have to know how to act but in order to be helpful and efficient in their directing 

they need to listen, observe and create the space for the actor to successfully free their expertise. 

And be aware that each actor may work differently than once they’ve previously worked with. 

How to give direction is difficult and depends on the person. Larry Moss wrote “You will 

be grateful when a director talks to you in terms of intention instead of results (...): pick a fight 



with the character, annoy them, romance them”60. If you are a director take note that if you’re 

giving direction this is going to be a more appreciated way as it is directing within the actor’s 

process rather than directing within the director’s process. This will be helpful to actors.  

Creating a safe space where one can fail, necessary in rehearsal and takes are sort of 

rehearsal for the next take, and each live performance is in a way still a rehearsal or process of 

the text. I’ve heard of a Swedish film director who starts every production with every new actor 

and crewmember, talking to them and telling them that everything that happens on the set is his 

responsibility. That no one can fail but him. This too I think is helpful. If rehearsal is the place to 

build seeds that will grow ahead and during production, it is certainly possible to plant seeds 

during filming. In between each take possibly a new seed gets to be planted. Some or most seeds 

might grow most with time, but I can at least attest to hearing something really helpful that 

unblocked everything and sometimes time isn’t the only factor, it’s being given helpful direction 

that is exactly what is needed to understand, physicalize or free something. Time is helpful and 

more time is something every single director stated that they wanted. But when I spoke with 

directors higher and higher up on the ‘food chain’, that had the amount of time that another 

wanted, they too wanted more time.  

When talking to a intimacy coordinator in Nordic films, she stated that what she needs in 

order to be helpful is transparency and time for rehearsal and private conversations with the 

actors, if they couldn’t have this, they said they wouldn’t accept the job as the intimacy 

coordinator. Even though all the directors I spoke with all said that wanted more time, no one 

else said that they would say no. And I don’t mean that this is a sign of entitlement of any sort, I 

think there is a difference in the existence of the various professions, and the role of the intimacy 

coordinator being born out of a time that  acknowledges that in order to do one’s job one needs 

certain things. One needs certain things to be helpful, and in this case coordinate the director’s 

vision together with the actor and their security. I use the word security because the intimacy 

coordinator pointed out that safety and security is very different. And that part of the difference 

how this affects how much one should push the actor is when something goes from being filled 

with nerves to being frightful and scary. I think this is a fair point for directing. A director wants 

to help the actor to continue and push for more, allowing and meeting the nerves, but that 

 
60 Larry Moss, The intent to live, p35 



balance is thrown when the nerves turn into fear. Then one isn’t being helpful anymore by 

pushing and need to have a check in to figure out what to change to be helpful. I think that one of 

the reasons that no director said that when being denied the prep they wanted they would say no, 

is for a few reasons; it’s a much older profession where there is a status quo in time never being 

plentiful and many accept it. There is the fact that in regards to directing actors it’s nowadays 

viewed as something that mainly just has to happen on set, and there’s the fact that the directors I 

spoke with might unspokenly say no to projects when time isn’t enough.  

‘What do you need from a director?’ was apparently asked by Jordan Peele to Lupita 

Nyongo after he cast her. What she needed from a director was to start their collaboration by 

asking her, a director doesn’t just have to figure this out on our own. Creating the frames (i.e 

rules, tone, creative road ahead) is crucial in freeing the actor. Rehearsing with actors and 

meeting with actors is helpful, and if one as a director isn’t an actor or used to acting, then 

simply listening, asking questions can be just as helpful of a start, as this will build the actor-

director communication system. Director’s are helpful when they’ve done their homework in 

general and have set up a stage or film production with enough staff that are all being treated 

with respect, fair hours and a good, reasonable work environment. Not one person that I have 

met has felt that they wouldn’t want more time, and we often feel we don’t have enough time. 

Directing actors is no different and time will help sow seeds. For rehearsal and preparation there 

might be a lot of time, barely any time, no time at all, and one needs to adjust for what one has. 

Two weeks I think is not at all unreasonable, but just two days with my actors was so lovely and 

helpful to us all. But if there is absolutely no time for rehearsal it will most likely be helpful to at 

least talk to the actor, ask them: what is helpful to you, what do you need, and ensure that they 

can do no wrong and do everything to observe and pay attention to set them free. If everything 

fails and you couldn’t meet them, go to the make-up chair, actors are usually there for 20 

minutes or more (assuming they would like this of course). Or call the day before, or weeks 

before, or meet months before, anything is better than nothing but hopefully as a director and 

actor you will be given the chance, and allowed the value of rehearsal because the investment of 

it, whether it be on the point to what is to be done in blocking or the scene itself, or backstory, or 

analyzing text, will sow seeds and these seeds aren’t only helpful, I would argue that the 

financial investment of these may allow for a bigger chance at not going over budget on filming 

as you will have arrived with more prep work not only on the technical side but finding extra 



efficiency in artistically hitting the scenes. 

When looking at what truly is helpful one can of course look at some of these common 

answers, and also that’s been written in books in regards to result driven direction, frontloading 

and more, so yes a director who can take even a workshop on acting, or a course, is most likely 

going to be helped in finding a language and understanding for the actor. But as mentioned 

above, it isn’t the most dire. I did personally find it helpful in building a safe and free space by 

getting to speak individually to each person, allowing them to share without feeling worried over 

judgment from other actors. I found playful and physical exercises to be helpful in creating 

ensembles where, from where I could observe, created an equality beyond age, experience or 

other hierarchical factors. I found that through being able to observe actors explore and work 

without trying to perfect something was a helpful way to block it on set. In comparing two of my 

productions, one where we got to explore text that was memorized and in their bodies and the 

other where some simpler physical exercises were needed to get the ensemble off book quickly 

for the intense shoot, the blocking experience was quite different. The one where we had met a 

day and just played around, the blocking on set and on the location felt more impulse based and 

freed whereas the other one I needed some more time with.  

But even though I would argue that how I set up my workshops, rehearsals and team 

building days did seem to help, I would beyond this say that helpfulness isn’t simply using a 

certain thinking, or certain exercises, it is most importantly being observant and listening to 

notice when something isn’t working for yourself or for the other person, or persons. Because the 

biggest lesson of all I think is to remember that we are constantly evolving creatures and 

something that was helpful once might not be for the second time, or might be helpful for the 

first 1000 times but not on the 1001st time, but then might again for 1002nd time. And 

sometimes, things are useful in some way but we still need to ask ourselves: is this helping me 

right now? Is this helping me with what I need right now? Is it helping me develop my craft in a 

sustainable way? Is it helping my inspiration, my presence, my focus, my connection? 

Sometimes being helpful is being reminded of something, sometimes we need time, 

sometimes great ideas come under the most stressful moments. The idea of being helpful both 

needs to be adapted to the realistic situation and this often comes from budget and budget creates 

time. The director’s experience but also the experience of the team of course also has a big part 

in this. But helpfulness is simply being present to observe needs that can free rather than hinder 



the goals of the particular project. To an inexperienced director (in working with actors) looking 

over the actor’s prep and having a think in regards to frontloading, language of permission, and 

having prepared so much for the scene that leading questions can be asked rather than result 

driven direction can be helpful. But regardless of experience, each moment is its own, and what 

is helpful depends completely on the situation. 

One way to be helpful I think may come from previous experience but also from having 

spent some time with the actor. In rehearsal, or in conversation at least, to both know what the 

actor versus director think is helpful, and to most importantly: having sowed enough seeds to 

observe, identify and help the actor towards the direction of the film or show. And I hope that 

through this essay shed some light on the magic of the traditional and non-traditional rehearsal 

process and why preparation is useful and helpful beyond the technical and production design 

team. 
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