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ABSTRACT:   

This thesis is an endeavor to accurately document and define my actor coaching process as a 

director through Robert Harling’s Steel Magnolias.  The following chapters contain a record of 

the development of my actor coaching process in this production, including character & actor 

analysis, a rehearsal log that provides a daily track of my progress, and an evaluation of the 

process and resulting performance.   
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INTRODUCTION: 

 

 This MFA thesis project began in November of 2005 as a replacement to my original 

thesis project due to Hurricane Katrina.  My original thesis was creating the role of Bishop in 

Nicky Silver’s Fat Men in Skirts.  We were a week into the rehearsal process when we were 

evacuated and the rest is, literally, history.  A month and a half into the break I chose to visit my 

undergraduate, Southeastern Oklahoma State University.  While there, Dell McLain, the director 

of theatre, spoke with me about possibly directing Robert Harling’s Steel Magnolia’s in their 

dinner theatre slot.  He had spoken with David Hoover, my committee chair, and David, along 

with the rest of my committee, agreed to allow this project to substitute as my thesis project so 

that I would not fall behind in my schedule of graduating in May of 2006.  When informed of 

this I gladly accepted the challenge. 

 

 David Hoover and I decided that since my specialization is in acting my thesis project 

should focus on the acting coaching and techniques therein.  I approached the overall production 

as a director, coordinating all the aspects of the show, but agreed the actual thesis project should 

focus on the acting.  I moved to Durant, OK towards the end of October and began to prepare for 

the auditions.  While there, I also had the opportunity to assist Dell in his acting and directing 

classes.  This was an important opportunity for me because I was taught by Dell and it was 

exciting to be able to teach and coach along side of him. 

 

 I truly did not mind the fact that I was an actor being asked to direct.  In my years at 

SOSU, I had directed several productions including one entry in the Kennedy Center American 
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College Theatre Festival.  Directing is second only to acting on my list of passions so this was 

looking to be an exciting experience.  I find that, as an actor, you learn as much, if not more, 

directing and teaching other actors.  If anything, it improves the manner in which you verbalize 

your process.  This was also an opportunity for me to test other aspects of my craft, which I had 

not used much in my past, for instance, table work.  I am accustomed to having the first read 

through and the next day immediately jumping into blocking.  I chose to utilize the longer 

rehearsal process to experiment with some new approaches for me.  Steel Magnolias, is a script 

that is centered around the relationships of six very different women.  I felt I needed the extra 

time to tackle those relationships head on.  Also the fact the script is well constructed and full of 

great moments led me to believe that this was a perfect play to focus specifically on the acting.  

In early November we held auditions and the process began. 
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CHARACTER/ACTOR ANALYSIS: 

 In this chapter I will show my analysis of each character along with my analysis of the 

actors who play them.  Since my focus is on the actor coaching, the analysis of the actors will 

focus on the strengths and weaknesses and my approach towards handling each. 

 

Truvy (Dani Daniels): 

 Dani and I, after looking at several possible objectives for Truvy, finally chose “To have 

a family”.  We went with this choice because of certain points in the script.  Truvy speaks about 

Poot, her son, and misses him terribly.  This objective also can explain the fact that she takes in 

Annelle so quickly.  She doesn’t hesitate to offer Annelle a place in her home and eventually her 

family.  A mother-daughter relationship develops between the two and Truvy becomes very 

protective of Annelle.  This is seen when Truvy is openly worried about Annelle’s joining the 

religious group.  As Truvy achieves this objective we see changes not only in her but her 

husband as well.  She speaks of him actually getting off the couch and taking her dancing and, 

even more interesting to me, he actually helps Annelle make the baby Jesus Christmas 

ornaments.  Truvy is successful in obtaining her objective and the evidence is when she refers to 

Annelle as her ‘semi-daughter’ and also herself as a ‘semi-grandmother.   

 I cast Dani for several reasons.  She has a strong stage presence, is very energetic, and 

she has a natural ‘motherly’ quality about her that works for the character of Truvy.  Another 

reason she received the role is because during the audition process she kept improving and using 

my notes, so I figured she would continue this trend during the rehearsal process.  Dani had 

limited stage experience and most of it was in musical theatre.  She told me that this was her first 

substantial ‘straight’ theatre role.  There were a few issues that I knew I would have to work with 
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her on.  One is that she tends to play the same action too long.  Also, I needed to push her to 

make cleaner changes when she switches tactics.  The largest issue was her confidence.  She was 

not comfortable with herself on stage enough to go with her instincts and make strong choices.  I 

could tell that she had a fear of appearing fake or even over the top.  I expected this to be an 

issue with her musical theatre background because often actors separate the two, but I feel that 

you need to tell the truth in either, so this should be a good experience for her as she continues 

her main focus on musicals. 

 My approach to working with Dani was mainly to push her, hard.  I actually was tougher 

on her than any of my other actors.  I felt that she needed me to stay on her and not let up.  I 

vocalized this to her in a discussion and assured her that it was not coming from a place of 

disappointment in her work, but rather the fact that I had very high expectations of her abilities 

and was confident that she would get there.  I guess you could refer to it as ‘tough love’ with a 

dose of encouragement.  I spent most of my time on specific moments to illustrate to her what I 

needed from the character and would not let her move on until the moment was right.  It took 

painfully long at times and I could see frustration building in her but as soon as a moment 

clicked, it was well worth the effort.  I feel like this was the best approach to take with her and it 

was successful.  Out of all my actors, Dani grew the most in this process.  Dell McLain, the 

director of Theatre, supported this claim in a discussion I had with him at the end of the run.  He 

informed me that it was by far the best work he had seen her do in her time at Southeastern.  I 

took this response as a success.  
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Annelle (Heather Whitsell): 

 For the character of Annelle we chose the objective ‘to gain acceptance’.  This objective 

is well supported in the script. Her obstacles are her past and her lack of trust in others. Annelle 

is the only character that is new to this group of friends and is quite secretive about her past 

when she first joins the group.  This shows she is afraid that her past will cause the group to not 

accept her.  The script also supports this with the quickness of the relationship developing 

between her and Truvy.  In a relatively short period of time the two journey from strangers to a 

mother-daughter relationship.  Annelle joins a Christian group during the course of the show, 

which also signifies that she is searching for acceptance.  She is successful in achieving her 

objective as seen in the resulting relationship with Truvy and her husband, her acceptance into 

the tight circle of friends, and her marriage to Sammy Desoto.  In the course of the play we see 

Annelle journey from a shy girl who doesn’t even want to speak, for fear of saying the wrong 

thing, to a woman who is strong enough to jump in and encourage M’Lynn with her tactics for 

dealing with the loss of Shelby.  In fact, none of the other characters know how to respond and it 

is Annelle that makes the best argument that they need to celebrate Shelby’s life instead of 

dwelling on the loss. 

 Heather showed up at auditions reading for Truvy but I had her later read the scene I just 

described.  Her delivery of the monologue in that moment with M’Lynn was exactly what I 

wanted.  She was closer to Annelle than anything I could have even hoped to find.  It was such a 

powerful moment that many fellow auditionees were close to tears.  I knew right then that I had 

my Annelle.  I was actually fearful that I might mess her character up in the process.  Most of the 

issues that I had with Heather were technical in nature.  She had a tendency to get too soft, 

volume wise, and she also would upstage herself at times.  These were good issues to have and 
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were easily fixed.  Also there were some changes that I made for purely comedic purposes.  For 

instance, I adjusted where she gets the ‘hotdogs in the water’ section.  I didn’t want her to realize 

her mistake until Truvy asked her to make a new pot of coffee because I wanted the audience to 

be in on the joke and see her realization.  We added a vocal utterance, an ‘oh’, before she 

apologizes and leaves to make more coffee to facilitate this.  It also helped setup Truvy’s, “She’s 

probably not an international spy,” punch line to be a little clearer.  My approach with Heather 

was mainly to back off and let her work.  The only real struggles came towards the end of the 

process.  Since I didn’t have many notes for her, I could feel her beginning to get stagnant and 

bored with her choices.  To try to curb this, I began throwing new choices at her simply to force 

her to think and then, closer to opening, we reverted back to most of her original choices.  This 

helped bring back some freshness to her performance.  Dell informed me that this was also her 

first substantial role since joining SOSU and he was very pleased with her growth as well.  Now, 

Heather’s resulting performance was quite fine, but I think I lost some of her original choices 

that I loved at auditions and take full blame for that.  I needed to find more ways to keep things 

fresh for my actor and I feel that I failed her in that respect. 

 

 

Clairee (Chelsea Bedwell): 

 Finding Clairee’s objective was actually the most difficult of all the characters in the 

script.  It is the least clearly defined because the character does not speak of herself or her wants 

very often at all.  Chelsea and I chose to look for key moments of Clairee’s and try to search for 

something solid to grasp on to.  She speaks of dealing with life now, with her husband deceased, 

after spending many years in the ‘whirlwind’ of being the mayor’s wife.  Clairee never had a 
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clear problem to overcome.  She is well spoken, confident, humorous, wealthy, and seems 

mostly satisfied with her life.  Bringing her husband back from the grave was obviously not an 

option so we had to look farther into the script.  Two things stood out to us.  One, she is highly 

active in the local high school football program because her husband was.  This caught my 

attention because she points out the fact football cannot be parlayed into a ‘reason to live’.  The 

largest change that we found is after the purchase of the Radio Station.  This seemed to stand out 

as a large moment for her.  From this we chose her objective to find self worth or a usefulness to 

society.  She needed to find a reason to exist, to find ‘worth through independence’.  This is a 

rather strong objective but the problem lies in the fact that there is simply not as much clear 

information in the script to back it as compared to the other characters.  Her obstacle would lie in 

dwelling on her husband’s death instead of moving on with her new life as a widow.  There is no 

specific reference to her being more satisfied with her life after purchasing the station but there is 

a general improved attitude and she mentions her husband only in reference to him being in 

heaven to help Shelby with her speeding tickets.  This again was not being supported in the script 

near as much as I would have preferred.  I do not believe that Clairee completes this objective, 

but rather takes some steps toward her goal.  She is moving in the right direction. 

 Overall I was pleased with the character that Chelsea brought to the process.  I had 

worked with her in the past, both as a director and actor, and now she seemed to have a better 

grasp on her approach and analysis techniques.  Chelsea informed me that the table work was the 

most useful part of the process to her and that finding those relationships before we got on our 

feet helped her immensely.  She had a good natural presence on stage, had a nice feel for the 

sarcastic humor, and also she carried herself with the definite feel of an upper class woman who 

had lived life.  The only concerns that I approached were rather minimal and technical.  I needed 
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to work some on the speed at which she moved.  I had to remind her often that Clairee is not a 

young woman.  She needed to move with a slower more determined pace to illustrate the age.  

The only other points I really had to work were more in the timing of some of her jokes and 

offhanded remarks.  It was more about pacing than anything.  I know the resulting performance 

was the most credible work I personally have seen her do and I give all the credit to her.  She 

brought some great choices to the table and I mainly just guided her through. 

 

Shelby (Samantha Dougless): 

 Shelby’s objective is very clearly defined in the script.  She wants some semblance of a 

normal life.   She consistently has statements about having a family and that her dream is to grow 

old and have a lapful of grandchildren.  Samantha and I chose to take this objective and focus on 

the more tangible goal of ‘to be a mother’.  This is an objective that she fights for consistently.  

Her obstacle to this is her obvious health problems (diabetic) and the pure risk of her having a 

child.  Shelby is more than aware (M’Lynn reminds her of it constantly) that having a child 

would strain her body too much and could very likely cause death.  This is a chance that Shelby 

is willing to take and she in turn becomes pregnant and has a child.  Another item we looked at 

with regards to her objective was her relationship with Jackson, her husband.  We found it 

interesting that Shelby never speaks of him in a way to suggest any form of true love for each 

other.  We had the feeling that he was almost, as rough as this sounds, a tool for her to reach the 

desired result.  Their relationship seemed to be more out of sheer usefulness to each other rather 

than any real emotional connection.  Shelby is the prettiest girl in town and Jackson is the 

successful Louisiana lawyer.  It was just expected for them to be together.  Shelby achieves her 

objective and gives birth to a baby, Jackson Jr.  In the short time after she has her child she 
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seems quite satisfied with her choice even though it pushed her body to the limit and ultimately 

resulted in her death. 

 Samantha came in with an extremely strong grasp of the more dramatic moments of the 

show.  In auditions, her and Larissa (M’Lynn) read the scene when Shelby brings forth the 

information regarding her pregnancy.  It was a wonderful scene with great investment and 

conflict between the two.  Samantha is a naturally gifted actress, amongst other things; she also 

is a very talented scene painter and designer.  She had some of the standard problems that are 

seen in young actors.  She drops off at the end of her lines and tends to speak too fast.  I had to 

repeat notes throughout the rehearsal process telling her to slow down because we could not 

understand her.  My main focus with Sam, however, was on her trouble investing in Shelby’s 

successes.  While her confrontations with M’Lynn were strong and she fought hard for her 

objective, the problem was in her moments when she is close to achieving her goals.  She 

couldn’t seem to invest in the ‘happy’ moments as much as the ‘rough’ ones.  It takes just as 

much investment in the character and moments to laugh and enjoy as it takes to cry.  One 

moment in particular is when she says that she is pregnant.  This is a huge step towards her 

objective that she has been fighting so hard to achieve.  To put it simply, it must be a good thing, 

a very good thing.  She said it as if she was saying that she bought a new dress.  This had to burst 

from her because it is everything to Shelby.  I worked on this moment with her numerous times 

and it improved but had not reached the level that I needed it to be at.  As luck would have it, 

Larissa (M’Lynn) found out that she was pregnant near the end of the rehearsal process.  After 

she told us, I congratulated her first of course, but then turned to Samantha and asked if she 

noticed anything useful in the exchange.  Sam’s response was that she realized the importance of 

that moment the second “I’m pregnant!” came out of Larissa’s mouth.  Thanks to the God’s of 
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Theatre for that piece of assistance.  The moment improved immediately after that.  I could have 

still used a little more juice behind it but was satisfied with the result.  Another area that Sam 

needed to work on was using her vowels.  I drove this point more at the earlier moments of the 

show like when she is speaking of the wedding arrangements.  I needed her to really paint a 

picture of the beauty that it would be so that the conflict would be stronger when M’Lynn came 

in later and began pointing out all the flaws.  This area improved as well but I feel I still could 

have pulled more out of the moment.  Overall, I feel that Samantha grew in the process and I am 

more than confident that she will overcome these small issues to become quite a fine actress.  

Dell said that this also was one of her first substantial roles and stated that he was quite satisfied 

with her growth as well. 

 

M’Lynn (Larissa Gomez-Rollins): 

 Larissa and I didn’t have to search very hard for M’Lynn’s objective either.  It is the 

other most clearly defined objective in the script.  M’Lynn simply wants to ‘Protect her child 

(Shelby).  She even goes as far as giving Shelby a kidney in an effort to save her life.  M’Lynn 

will do anything to protect Shelby even at the risk of her not being liked.  She can be quite hard 

on Shelby and externally, to others around, it could almost be considered cold or mean, but the 

motivation behind it is for good.  One moment in particular that stood out to me is during the 

scene when Shelby is having her diabetic attack.  In this moment Shelby tells M’Lynn that she is 

going to leave and M’Lynn responds with, “I would love to see you try.”  This is one of those 

moments where it could be perceived that she is diminishing or belittling Shelby’s potential.  We 

looked at it from the aspect that M’Lynn knows that Shelby will try to fight her and it is a 

challenge to push her instead of an insult.  M’Lynn is the one character that clearly does not 
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achieve her objective as in the fact that Shelby’s surgery is not successful and she passes away.  

M’Lynn’s explosive final scene is the result of not being able to protect her child and it is the 

most powerful moment in the play. 

 Larissa is another actor that I had previous experience with many times.  We were in 

undergrad at SOSU together for three years.  I knew that she could easily tackle this role's 

extreme emotional states because she has always been able to invest fully in those types of 

moments.  The only coaching I had with Larissa regarded two areas.  There was some work on 

the comedic moments mainly in the timing of them and not so much the delivery.  Also I had to 

push her to be harsher when battling with Shelby.  I needed a balance between the two.  If 

M’Lynn were gentle in her approach to Shelby then Shelby would come off as a spoiled, 

arrogant child.  On the other hand, if she was too harsh and cold, than M’Lynn would appear to 

be simply a mean, controlling mother.  During the rehearsal process I felt that Larissa, who is an 

extremely loving and caring person, was being far too gentle in her approach.  We needed to 

have two strong willed women butting heads with neither overpowering the other.  So really, I 

just pushed her to be stricter with the way she handles Shelby and urged her to trust that if it 

becomes too much, I will see it and pull her back.  I was extremely satisfied with Larissa’s 

resulting performance and I did not have to do much for her to get there.  She receives all the 

credit for it; I was just smart enough to cast her. 

 

Ouiser (Darla Shearer): 

 To find Ouiser’s objective I simply looked for the moment she changed.  After her 

relationship starts with Owen she is suddenly nice, to clarify, nice for Ouiser.  The objective we 

settled on was ‘to be loved’.  This is an easily strong objective and her only obstacle is herself.  
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She is an extremely brash woman who had made up her mind about life… it centers around her.  

She does not hesitate to point out other people’s flaws and becomes quite defensive of her own, 

for instance, when Annelle questions her faith.  Once she becomes involved with Owen she 

begins to show signs of a softer more caring person.  So, she achieves this objective, at least for 

now, and she is changed because of it.  The larger issue with this character is trying to find the 

other levels of her personality.  Darla and I had to make sure that we did not make any judgments 

of the character.  She very easily could be painted as a one level, mean person.  We had to work 

to find where these outward actions come from, what drives her.  I believe it comes from an 

angle of insecurity.  Ouiser is protective of herself because she is not happy with herself.  This 

insecurity is the reason that she seems unapproachable and bitter. 

 Darla was a non-traditional student who had not been on stage for twenty years.  She 

came into auditions and had the bitterness and aggressiveness of Ouiser right off the bat.  I also 

was thrilled to have an actress who was actually closer to the age of these characters.  Darla was 

quite nervous about performing on stage again so I treated her much more gently than the others.  

I needed to build her confidence so that she would be willing to take more risks with her choices.  

I never had to touch the more aggressive moments of the character because she walked in with 

those readings down pat.  The focus was mainly on finding the truth behind Ouiser.  Darla 

agreed completely to the idea that Ouiser was more than a mean old woman but she struggled to 

get it across in her performance.  When the gentler moments came, she simply pulled back on 

volume and flatly said the lines.  After a couple of weeks, I came to the conclusion that Darla 

had one of the same problems that I struggled with as an actor, investment.  It was easier for 

Darla, as it used to be for me, to hide behind the character.  Those moments of truth are more 

difficult because you must use more of yourself in them.  You are much more at risk as an actor 
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when you invest fully in a moment because if others respond negatively to that moment, then 

you can feel as though they are negatively responding to you personally.  When I realized that 

this was the case, I have to admit, I was not sure what to do.  It took me completely stripping 

down my process, starting from scratch, and slowly rebuilding it with a more solid foundation to 

eventually begin to grasp the idea of truly investing in the moment.  It is an exciting journey to 

take and once I found it I discovered how exhilarating it could be.  The problem being, it took 

me two and a half years of my graduate school here in New Orleans to go through that process 

and I only had two more weeks to work with Darla.  I chose to simply keep giving different 

actions to her to attempt to get her closer to the truth.  I believe she took strides toward the 

desired results and grew immensely through the process, but it was too ambitious of a task to 

complete in that short of a time.  I was consoled by the fact that her larger moments stole the 

show and she was greatly appreciated by the audience for her comic abilities.  She struggled 

some on opening night with the lines, which I chalked up to nerves, but once she realized that 

she was funny and was giving the part some do justice, she was just fine.  In talking with her 

after the rehearsal process she was greatly appreciative of me casting her and she said it made 

her realize that she still loves to act.  I believe she will be auditioning again at Southeastern in the 

future and it feels good to have some part in renewing an artist’s love for the theatre.  My 

response to her thanks was, “I cast you because you earned it.”  She did. 
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REHEARSAL LOG: 
 
10/23/05 Auditions 

 The turnout for auditions was quite impressive and a little overwhelming.  Over thirty 

women were there fighting for only six roles.  I requested that they audition with a one-minute 

monologue from the script.  So at least they are guaranteed a chance to show me something from 

the script.  The goal of this first night was to narrow the field down to three actors for each of the 

roles so that callbacks can be more intensive.  I announced to all the actors that, as an actor 

myself, I would be solely casting by those who gave me the best readings.  Also, I informed 

them, that since I had not worked with a majority of them before, I would be working their 

scenes so I can get a feel for how they take my notes and use them.  After the monologues, I 

broke the women into group scenes and gave everyone a chance to read for the parts that they 

desired.  I also worked with the groups, giving each actor notes on what I want them to work on.  

I gave them time to work the scenes again in private and they presented them to me one last time.  

This gave me a good feel for their openness to explore.   

 As far as specific options for each role, I am concerned about two in particular.  I have 

several options, and strong options at that, for M’Lynn, Ouiser, Clairee, and Truvy.  The problem 

lies with Annelle and Shelby.  I haven’t had anyone really show me what I am looking for.  

There is one student who has given pretty decent readings and definitely looks the part, but after 

working her scene with different M’Lynns, she hasn’t changed one bit.  She has trouble with 

listening to her partner and also has not used the notes I gave her.  If I have no other options I 

believe she could work, but I would rather not take on too much of a project.  I know there are 

two other actors that won’t be able to make it until callbacks.  Maybe I will get lucky and they 

will show me the Annelle and Shelby that I am looking for. 
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 Other than that, I have a solid group of three actors for each role to take into callbacks.  I 

am certain that out of this group I will be able to put together a solid cast.  Also, there has been a 

tremendous battle for M’Lynn and Ouiser.  I am looking forward to seeing who steps up their 

game and takes the roles from the others. 

 

10/24/05 Callbacks 

 I guess the Gods of Theatre are looking out for me.  The two new actors who showed up 

tonight brought some excellent choices to Shelby and Annelle.  They each chose monologues 

that were not those characters but after seeing them, I switched them to reading the parts that fit.  

One actor, whom I have worked with before, has really separated herself from the field in the 

battle for M’Lynn.  Her and my new Shelby option did the scene where Shelby tells M’Lynn she 

is pregnant, and it was beautiful.  They were listening to each other and invested in the moment 

so well that there were not many dry eyes in the area.  They had a definite connection and have 

made the choice on those two roles actually quite easy.   

 A Ouiser has separated herself as well. She is a non-traditional student who has not been 

on stage for twenty years.  Her general character is dead on, but there will be some work 

involved in finding the truer moments of the role.  She attacks too much but she is my strongest 

actor for the part.  An Annelle came in and stood out from the group as well.  She was so 

wonderful in the readings that I am actually a little afraid of screwing her up in the rehearsal 

process.  That is a good problem to have.  The two actors that I am looking at for Truvy have 

been a lot closer together.  One, who I have worked with before, started out as the front-runner 

but didn’t evolve and improve in the audition process.  I was missing the motherly nature of the 

part.  Another, who is younger and less experienced, started off slightly weaker but listened to 
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my notes and improved to emerge as the front-runner.  I feel that she will keep making these 

improvements in the process so she will get the part.  A Clairee separated herself as well, it was 

close, but one carried herself with a little more grace and age than the others.  She also had the 

dry wit that is needed for the character. 

 I put the cast list up and am very happy with my group.  My M’Lynn is the most 

experienced of the cast so I suspect she will become a leader and a strong example for me.  The 

rest of the cast, I was surprised to find, don’t have much stage experience outside of some 

musicals, so a realistic play will be new to them.  I know I will have my challenges in coaching 

them on my acting process but I am confident that the journey will be a good one.  Also, since 

this is an educational environment, I posted that if any of the actors who auditioned wanted to 

discuss why they were not cast, that I would be more than willing to talk with them about it.  

Usually I do not like it when actors approach me with these questions but I felt that they could 

learn from the experience and take some of my reasoning into their next audition.  A few actors 

took me up on it and we had very productive conversations. 

 

10/25/05 1st Read 

 Now that we have a cast, today’s goal was just to simply hear the actors for the first time.  

I wanted to get a feel for what each of them wants to bring to the characters.  I also asked the 

actors to think tonight on what they believe their character’s objective for the play is.  They are 

supposed to bring this to the next rehearsal.  I gave the cast a brief overview of the process that I 

use and how I will approach the piece. The designers were there to listen and make notes. We 

read the script, talked about scheduling, and that was all I wanted to accomplish that day.  This 

day also gave me an idea of what sections are going to be more work.  Shelby’s ‘insulin’ 



 17

moment will be a tough challenge.  Luckily enough, that sounds bad, but several of the cast and 

crew have family members with the same problem so they have all said that they would talk to 

them to see what it is like to go through that experience.  I prefer to get this first hand knowledge 

as opposed to reading an article on it.  I am already excited with the choices and energy the cast 

is bringing to the table.   

 

10/26/05 Tablework I 

 Today I wanted to discuss the objectives that everyone brought, talk about relationships, 

and then go back to working in the script.  Most of the cast brought in objectives that were along 

the lines of what I thought.  Some needed to be refined and strengthened. (see character analysis) 

We struggled some in trying to figure out Clairee’s, but I think that we ended up finding one that 

fit.   

 We then began to discuss the relationships of the characters.  I had each actor go around 

the room and talk about what they thought about each of the other characters including 

backstorys.  This discussion ended up using all the rehearsal time, but it was well worth it.  This 

is an exercise that Riley Risso, a faculty member and General Manager of the Oklahoma 

Shakespearean Festival, had done with me once in my first show that I acted in at Southeastern 

Oklahoma State University.  It was the first time I used this with one of my own casts, but the 

result was wonderful.  The cast really got into it.  They argued and defended each other and all I 

did was sit back and listen.  My only involvement was to ask periodic questions to guide the 

discussion in a new direction.  It was exciting to see that all of them were passionate about their 

characters and had put a tremendous amount of thought into them.  My M’Lynn was sick for this 

exercise and was unable to be there, that was my only disappointment.  But, I have every 
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confidence in her that she will catch up quickly.  We didn’t get to everything I wanted today and 

I am perfectly happy about that.  The success of this exercise was more than enough for me. 

 

10/27/05 Tablework II 

 The first thing I wanted to do today was to get M’Lynn caught up with the relationship 

discussions, which we had last rehearsal.  I had the rest of the cast tell her what they thought of 

their relationship with her and she did the same with them.  As I suspected, she didn’t miss a beat 

and had already put thought into it.  This did not take very much time and was very productive. 

 My main goal was to get back to the script and read through Act I.  This time however, I 

was not concerned with their characters at all.  I wanted to work through it together solely 

looking for clues that the playwright gives us, the given circumstances.  I asked the cast to look 

for key information that gives us insight into the characters, turning points, background clues, 

information the audience needs to follow the story, and simply anything that jumps out at them 

as being important.  We slowly plugged through the first act, stopping after every page to point 

out items of importance.   

 My main reason for trying this approach was the fact that I was not sure what level of 

script analysis the members of the cast had, if they had had any at all.  It also was a good way to 

get everyone on board with telling the same story.  Another useful part of this was that everyone 

was looking for important information about all the characters and not just their own.  This is 

another first for me as an exercise with my cast and I am very glad I did it.  Not only is the cast 

finding things that they hadn’t caught before, but, quite frankly, so am I.  This was just as useful 

an exercise for me as it was for the cast. 
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 After this rehearsal I had a few cast members come to me individually to tell me that they 

are really excited about the approach we are taking and wanted to let me know they are learning 

a lot of new information about the acting process.  This was very nice to hear, because it puts me 

in a great spot.  Now, knowing this, I already feel that this project has been a success.  If any of 

my actors walk away with a larger appreciation of the work that goes into creating a role or if 

they simply walk away with more confidence in their analysis techniques then, I feel, I have 

done something useful. 

 

10/28/05 Tablework III 

 Today I wanted to continue the script work the same as yesterday but with Act II.  Also 

Dell needed about thirty minutes to get some mock up shots for the poster and publicity.  

Today’s tablework was not quite as exciting or energetic as the previous nights.  I think I can site 

a few reasons for this, first, there is not as much new information in Act II as there is in Act I, so 

there was less to point out.  Second, I believe that being in the seminar room for three hours for 

the third day in a row is starting to suck some of the energy out of the room.  Lastly, I think the 

cast is just ready to get on their feet, as am I.  Maybe two days of tablework is just enough.  We 

got through Act II and Dell got the shot he wanted for the poster.  Overall, I think the tablework 

that I used on this show has been very successful so I plan on using it again in the future. 

 

10/30/05 Cast Bonding 

 After two days of auditions and three days trapped in the seminar room, I wanted to get 

away from the script for a day.  Also, my cast was not completely familiar with each other 

because of the fact that two of them do not attend SOSU.  I decided we would use today to get 
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together and go to someone’s house for some cast bonding.  I need these women to be friends.  It 

was pretty fun and successful I thought.  I just stayed out of the way and observed.  They were 

all very giggly and girly, doing each other’s nails, coloring one of their hair (which was needed 

by the costume designer), overall they were just having fun.  I was glad that I didn’t need to get 

involved too much because it gave me time to watch them and get a feel for who they are and 

gave me some clues on how to approach them differently.  Some, mainly the older three, seem to 

want to treat me more as a colleague while others seem to want a teacher or mentor.  I will do my 

best to treat them all the way they desire to be treated.  I got what I wanted out of tonight which 

was the beginning of some friendships, I hope, because the girls have to love each other, or at 

least appear like they do. 

 

10/31/05 Blocking Act I 

 Today we are finally on our feet.  I want to just start blocking Act I.  I am hoping to get 

through the first twenty pages or so.  Scene one is very long, thirty pages, so I didn’t expect to 

get all the way through it.  The set was taped out for us when we arrived so we spent some time 

talking through where everything was.  Also we decided to adjust the location of the stations, the 

hair dryer, and the makeup/nail station.  The makeup station is only used once for a short time, 

so I don’t need it to be in a prominent location.  It is now portable so we can move it out for the 

required scene.  We moved quickly through blocking once we started and actually made it all the 

way through scene one.  Almost halfway through the show on the first blocking day.  Nice.  

There are some things that obviously will change once we start actually working with the hair, 

props, and set but I am happy with where we are.  I am especially glad to be ahead of schedule. 
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11/01/05 Blocking Act I  

 Today, considering how fast we moved yesterday, I figured that we could easily finish up 

the remaining twenty or so pages of Act I.  I also wanted the actors, especially Truvy, to start 

looking for extra business on stage.  I needed them to begin to think of extra props and set décor 

that should be around for them to play with.  I really wanted Truvy to be involved in this process 

since it is not only her beauty shop but also her home.  I need this space to feel ‘lived in’.  It 

needs to be full of trinkets and simply covered with set dressing.  Also any independent activities 

will help with the realistic nature of the show.  All my actors need to feel at home in the shop.   

 We finished blocking Act I.  I know that blocking is not my strong point so there are 

some awkward spots that I will need to fix down the road.  One of the problems is the placement 

of the stations against the ‘4th wall’ It provides no furniture for the actors to move around.  Also 

another problem I am noticing is that I don’t have enough depth in my pictures.  I haven’t used 

the upstage platform enough nor the stairs and upper landing.  I need to find more ways to get 

my actors there.  Perhaps I can use the kitchen by having people fetch drinks or snacks from 

there.  Also, instead of an end table by the upstage settee, I have decided to place a small 

refrigerator.  This will serve not only as a tool to draw my actors upstage but also is a very 

practical spot to quickly retrieve the juice needed for Shelby’s diabetic episode.  The kitchen is 

just too far away to get the juice on stage in a reasonable amount of time. 

 We also, by recommendation of the costume faculty, made a slight change to the script.  

We changed the picture that Shelby carries from Princess Grace to Julia Roberts and the hairstyle 

that M’Lynn wants Shelby to have from Jacqueline Smith to Princess Grace.  We did this for a 

couple of reasons.  One, we needed Shelby’s hair to be down instead of up for the wedding 
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because she was wearing a wig.  Secondly, we are doing this play in the present so the references 

will make more sense. 

 

11/02/05 Blocking Act I  

 Since blocking is complete for Act I and Clairee has a previous conflict for tonight, 

rehearsal was canceled for this evening.   

 

11/03/05 Run/Work Act I 

 Today the plan was to run and work Act I.  It was understood that my Truvy and Shelby 

would be around thirty minutes late due to a Chorvettes performance which is the SOSU Show 

Choir.  The problem is they  arrived an hour and a half late.  I had the actors that were there run 

lines for a while, which they wanted to do, and then called the evening done.  This is frustrating 

because in two days I have gone from being ahead of schedule to behind.  I have already 

arranged for my designers and crew to see the first run of the show on this coming Wednesday so 

I can’t afford to fall behind.  I spoke with Dell McLain and he assured me that if needed I can 

schedule a double rehearsal on Sunday to catch up.  I am hoping that a double rehearsal will not 

be necessary because I know as an actor it wears me out to rehearse for six hours in one day.  If 

Act II blocking goes as smoothly as Act I, we should be all right.   

 

11/06/05 Run/Work Act I 

 Today I wanted to run Act I for the first time and fix any of the major issues with it.  I 

wanted to focus on some key moments for now because I feel if I can get the actors on the same 

page with me on these moments that the others will begin to fall into place.  I spent most of my 
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time today working moments that helped define the characters.  For example, Truvy is playing 

things too safe right now, she is afraid of making strong choices.  I am really going to have to 

push her.  I need her and Clairee to make more of the gossip about Annelle and Ruth Robeline.  

The actors are purposely not going very far with enjoying the gossip because, I feel, they want to 

be liked.  They are afraid of the characters looking mean or shallow.  I am pushing the idea that 

they don’t know what they think of Annelle yet.  That in life when we meet someone new we 

grasp at the small pieces of information we have to make some form of judgment.  The fact that 

Annelle is living with Ruth Robeline and is there alone are two important clues.  They turn out to 

be misleading but they do not know that yet.  They are playing the later relationship with Annelle 

and not the beginning.  We need to see how this group, who all are extremely close, handle a 

new person intruding.  Yes she is eventually accepted into this circle, but it takes time and the 

playwright gives us clues to this gradual acceptance.  It’s not mean, it is just life.   

 I need Shelby to really paint a picture more about her vision of the wedding.  Right now 

she is more or less simply stating the way the wedding is going to look.  If she is not passionate 

and driven by the perfection that it is going to be than there is no reason for all the conflict when 

M’Lynn fights for her visions of the perfect wedding.  We need to see two very similar people 

here, both strong willed, butting heads.  This sets up the relationship that unfolds throughout the 

script.  Overall, I feel that these earlier, seemingly simple, moments are going to be the larger 

challenge in this production.  The highly dramatic moments seem to be heading in the right 

direction already.  They are almost easier because they are more clearly defined.  It is finding the 

truth and points behind some of the banter between these friends that will be the struggle because 

it must be just as important.   
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11/07/05 Blocking Act II 

 We blocked Act II today.  I felt confident we could get through all of it and we did.  I am 

relieved because this puts me back on schedule.  The ending is going to be a problem, or at least 

I haven’t figured it out yet.  The final moments are so crucial to the journey of this group and I 

am not sure I am doing as good of a job telling the story visually as I am through the actors.  I 

know that I can get Dell in here to help me but I want to tackle this on my own.  If we get close 

to opening and I still haven’t figured out a solution I will be more than willing to seek his advice.  

I wanted to make sure that M’Lynn had freedom to move as she pleases and take stage for her 

breakdown.  I need to make sure that the positioning of the other actors will help her journey 

rather than hinder it.  I have them spaced out enough so she can choose who she wants to direct 

certain points to, especially when she is searching desperately for an answer.  Her acting choices 

are right on so the issue more lies in my blocking.  I also want to make sure there is enough 

space for her to take some to herself or up to God if needed.  I am simply trying to make sure 

that she feels comfortable getting into the moment and letting loose.  The only time I have 

specific blocking for her is at the end of the breakdown when the other characters begin making 

their own contributions.  There are a lot of private moments shared between M’Lynn and the 

other characters so the blocking needs to support that.  Trying to get the positioning right so 

these intimate moments can be shared is an obstacle I have to overcome.  It will get there, I am 

confident in that.  I am probably over thinking it right now. 

 

11/08/05 Run/Work Act II 

 Today we worked through Act II.  I find it interesting that the actors are more easily 

invested in this section than Act I.  This act is going to almost work itself out.  The only one that 
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seems to be having some investment issues is Shelby.  I am struggling getting her to realize how 

huge a deal it is to have the child and a family.  She is treating things a little too nonchalant for 

my taste.  If her objective is to have a family or to have as close to a normal existence as possible 

then it is neccesary for her to have succeeded in this aspect of it.  It is a large step at least. 

 On a more technical note, the nail station is too far downstage right.  I need to come up 

with a solution mainly because of sight lines.  Any audience sitting close to the stage on the 

house right side will not be able to see them over the hair stations.  I need to think on this one.  Is 

the nail station a necessity?  It is such a small part of the show that I don’t think it needs to be 

such a prominent part of the set, or even a permanent one.  Maybe we will simply use a tray with 

the supplies on it and bring it up to either the settee or one of the stations.  Then all we will need 

are a tray and an extra stool.  Also this would give me space to place another seat in that spot.  

I’ll talk to the set designer and see what he thinks.  Overall, Act II seems to be progressing rather 

quickly so I don’t have many acting issues with it, there are just some technical issues to handle. 

 

11/09/05 Run Show w/ notes 

 Today is the first run of the show.  I expected it to be rough, it usually is.  Surprisingly 

though, it was pretty decent.  I think the actors were excited to get to feel it out as a whole for the 

first time.  The first scene in Act I is still a little flat.  I need to find a way to kick some energy 

into it without rushing it.  It needs to have a somewhat relaxing feel because this is where these 

women go to escape life but it can’t get so relaxed that it is not interesting to watch.  This 

delicate balance is going to be hard to find.  I didn’t take to many notes today because I mainly 

wanted to give the actors freedom to explore and keep making choices on their own. 
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11/10/05 Run/Work Show 

 Today we get to be on the set.  This is always an exciting day for me as an actor so I 

figured that my actors would get a boost out of it as well.  Today was scheduled as a run and 

work day and we spent it mostly adjusting blocking to the new space.  The set is wider and flatter 

than the taped out area we have been working on.  I also have been told that the outside walls 

will be pushed even farther out than they are now for sight line reasons.  This worries me 

because I was already having some depth issues and now this flattens out the space even more.  I 

now need to find more ways to get my actors on the upper levels.  We have spent most of our 

time focusing on the connection between the characters that the actors struggle when they are not 

able to look at each other directly in the eye.  I am pushing the idea that you can still listen and 

be in the moment just as easily without constant eye contact.  That in life, we don’t always look 

at the person you are talking to.  I can carry a conversation with someone behind me without 

ever turning around to look directly at them.  Now that they have a feel for the moments and 

what is happening between them, we can start opening things up so that we include the audience 

in with us.  One thing that helps with opening to the audience is the imaginary mirrors on the 4th 

wall.  The actors can use those to look at each other instead of looking upstage.  I am slowly 

adjusting the focal points so that it is believable that they are seeing each other in the imaginary 

mirrors on each station. 

 I spoke with the designer and he was happy that we are getting rid of the nail/makeup 

station.  I think having one less thing to build is part of it.  We are going to use a tray and stool 

and bring that section into the space more by using Truvy’s station.  I like this adjustment better 

than our other options.  The set is extremely tall so I have begun really talking to the props 

designers about ideas for filling up the large voids on the walls.  I am really pushing the feel of a 
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home.  We have started finding different solutions like a cork board with flyers on it, a set of hair 

style pictures, a quilt, calendar, etc.  Anything that can fill up the space is needed because I want 

to eliminate all voids.  I need years of Truvy adding stuff on top of stuff on top of stuff.  Also I 

need a display case of products because this is not only a home but also a functioning salon.  

Truvy would surely have products for sale.  I am fairly content with the set so far and have full 

confidence in the designer’s willingness to adjust things to fit. 

 

11/11/05 Run/Work Show 

 Today is another run and work day.  We are starting to get more props and even some of 

the costume pieces to work with.  The costume designer built personal smocks for each of the 

regular customers so I wanted them as quickly as possible because they, depending on how hard 

they are to put on and take off, will adjust the timing of getting to work on everyone’s hair.  Also 

it will affect some exits as well.  We spent some time figuring out how much we needed to adjust 

to make them work.  Also, I am really pushing the set and props designers for the functioning 

sink and dryer.  I need these urgently.  In the first act we need to take M’Lynn through a 

complete styling.  She must get shampooed, dried, and styled all on stage and in a minimal 

amount of time.  This sequence is one of the few worries I have.  To assist in this we have a local 

hairstylist coming in to rehearsal in a few days to show Truvy and Annelle the process.  This is 

key because even with the audience’s suspension of disbelief, this needs to be a rather believable 

process and on top of that, Truvy and Annelle must be good at what they do because Shelby 

states that Truvy is the best and Annelle was top of her class in beauty school. 

 Another section that I am struggling with is Shelby’s diabetic scene.  We have spoken 

with a few people who have experienced this first hand and the actual occurrences are almost too 
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small to be seen or noticed by the audience.  I have to make the episode slightly larger than life 

without making it unbelievable.  I think the key is more in the other actors onstage rather than in 

Shelby herself.  It is how important they make it that will clue the audience into the danger at 

hand.  This is another delicate balance that we must feel out in the rest of the process.  It can’t be 

too extreme because M’Lynn and the others know what to do with impressive precision and 

surprisingly calm, focused actions.  On the other hand, there must be danger, because Annelle is 

quite alarmed by the experience.  This will be another interesting challenge that I am going to sit 

back on for a little while and see what the actors make of it.   

 

11/14/05 Run w/notes 

 From here on out we are simply running the show with notes except for one last 

scheduled day to really work it next Sunday.  The actors are very close to off book and I have no 

doubt that they all will be solid on their lines in a couple days when I have required the scripts to 

be put away. 

 The first scene in Act I is still lacking energy so I am pushing my actors to pick up their 

cues faster.  It needs to be a more conversational section and they have permission to overlap 

some of the lines as needed.  I really want them to listen for the word in the others line that 

causes them to speak instead of waiting patiently for their turn.  Even if overlapping is too much, 

I want to get the reason for their line across, the reason they speak, because there is always a 

reason.  Act II is coming along nicely.  They all have a strong feel for the important moments 

and the stakes are where they need to be.  I place most of this credit on M’Lynn because she 

gives such a powerful speech at the end that it is almost impossible for the others not to be in 

tears after she finishes.  Also the beautiful timing of Clairee offering up Ouiser to be hit to break 
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the tension is so wonderfully written that I don’t need to adjust much there.  The only problem is 

that Ouiser is taking this moment almost too seriously.  Yes, she must be offended by it but at the 

same time cannot be so hurt by the experience that making up with Clairee a few lines later 

makes no sense. 

 Tonight the stylist came in and showed the actors how to do M’Lynn’s hair quickly and 

efficiently.  She does not seem concerned with the short amount of time and believes it can be 

done.  Annelle just has to practice with the rollers to get that section done in time to get M’Lynn 

into the dryer fast enough to complete the styling. 

 It is beginning to look like a show and I need to keep pushing the actors to keep making 

discoveries.  I have a fear that we will get complacent and not peak at the right time.  I hope this 

fear is unfounded. 

 

11/15/05 Run w/notes 

 Today was a good run.  The actors seemed very focused and were taking some of my 

notes from previous rehearsals and putting them into action.   There are still some small 

moments that concern me.  Shelby’s admission to M’Lynn that she is pregnant is still coming out 

too neutral.  This must be a huge moment for her.  She is a step closer to her objective.  As of 

right now, I feel that she is playing M’Lynn’s reaction to the pregnancy instead of her sheer 

excitement about it.  It is a good thing for her and the moment when M’Lynn does not return the 

excitement is more interesting if Shelby anticipates a joyful moment with her mother.  She even 

says that she expected something “along the lines of congratulations.”  This is a very small 

moment but if Shelby is not excited about it, how can she expect anyone else to be?   
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 The set is coming along nicely although I still do not have a functioning sink and dryer.  

That is starting to concern me.  I have had a chance to meet some more with the costume 

designer and view all of the clothing.  I am very happy about all of her designs; she seems to 

know these characters as well as we do.  Also the sound designer and I have met.  Sound should 

not be an issue as I am satisfied with the pre-show and scene change music that he has presented 

to me.  We talked to Dell and he agreed to record as the D.J. of the local radio station so that 

should be a fun cameo for him.  Things seem to keep on progressing nicely.  At least there is 

nothing that is freaking me out too badly. 

 

11/16/05 Run w/notes 

 Today we were completely off book without too many line issues.  This is always one of 

my favorite days in the rehearsal process because it forces the actors to get rid of that crutch we 

call the script.  This brought some much needed new energy to the rehearsal and some new 

choices.  Of course some of them were a little off the mark but I was just excited to see everyone 

playing around and trying some new things.  I didn’t take notes today because I felt the actors 

would have enough pressure trying to do the whole show off book for the first time.  We did 

receive some exciting news today.  Our M’Lynn had recently found out that she was pregnant.  

This was also very useful news.  I immediately turned to Shelby and asked her if she saw what it 

was like for someone who wants it to say it for the first time.  She did and said she thought about 

it the instant it came out of our M’Lynn’s mouth.  So I found that useful and so did she. 
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11/17/05 Run w/notes 

 The run today was fine.  I am getting a little frustrated because I am having to repeat 

several notes.  I am trying to find other ways of explaining the moments so that I don’t have to 

end up just showing them what I want.  One of the moments is when Truvy is trying to calm 

Clairee about flying.  She says that flying is safer than riding in a car but then follows that up 

with, “Just sit in the rear, it’s the best way to survive the crash.”  I need her to soothe Clairee on 

the safe part and then truly warn her on the, “sit in the rear”.  I think the comedy comes out of the 

fact that one, she is unsuccessfully calming her and two, she truly believes that sitting in the rear 

is going to save her life.  I have tried giving her the actions that I want and that didn’t work.  

Then I tried explaining that she is trying to save her friend’s life and that didn’t work.   I try my 

best to not give line readings but I have a feeling that I may have to go with that last resort.  The 

blocking at the end of the show is still bothering me and I have not been able to come up with a 

solution yet.  Dell will be watching the run tomorrow so, hopefully, he will have some advice for 

me because he always has some ideas up his sleeves. 

 

11/18/05 Run w/notes 

 Dell came to watch the run tonight so I didn’t take as many notes and spent more time 

discussing problematic moments with him during the run.   I was happy to hear that we have 

mostly the same concerns.  He pointed out some sight line issues that he noticed and I agree with 

him and will adjust some things tomorrow.  Since tomorrow we have a double header to work 

each act separately I did not give the actors our notes after rehearsal.  We will have time to work 

these moments and fix most of the problems before getting into tech rehearsals when my focus 

will shift towards other things.  We finally have a functioning sink and dryer so we were able to 



 32

try to style M’Lynn’s hair.  It is taking too long to get her into the dryer at the moment but I am 

not worried because it was the first time we had everything to work with.  If needed we can 

spend more time with it when we work the acts tomorrow. 

 

11/20/05 2-5pm Run/Work Act I & 7-10pm Run/Work Act II 

 Today was our last chance to really work the problematic sections. I focused on trying to 

get the first scene in Act I up to par.  It has been lacking in energy and quite frankly has become 

flat. The actors have begun playing the end of the play instead of having fun with the 

preparations for the wedding.  We played around with it for a while but I felt I needed to move 

on because it was starting to drain the actors and I could feel some frustration mounting on all 

our parts.  I simply need to get the fun back into the show.  We have spent so much time 

focusing on the serious moments that we have forgotten how much comedy is in the show, much 

needed comedy.  Once Ouiser enters the space everything livens up.  I need to get across to the 

actors that we need that energy before she arrives.  Most of the pressure is on Truvy as she is in 

the drivers seat for the first part. 

 Act II is still in fairly good shape.  I played around with the blocking at the end and it 

seems to be working better, although I am certainly not completely satisfied.  The timing after 

M’Lynn’s breakdown to Clairee’s, “Here, hit this!” is slightly off.  So we played with different 

durations of the beat in between.  It is a crucial moment of silence because we need to give the 

audience time to let things sink in and not so much time that they start to come out of the 

moment.  The joke should be the break.  Hopefully, if the set up is right, the audience will be 

desperate for that laugh.  It should be the biggest one in the show.  Truvy’s, “Laughter through 

tears is my favorite emotion.”, should say it all. 
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11/21/05 Run w/notes 

 We need an audience badly.  The actors need something to help kick things into gear.  

They are forgetting things are funny and they have a good show.  Next week is Thanksgiving 

break and then we come back straight into techs.  The actors have gotten together and want to 

have a couple of rehearsals before techs.  I am hesitant about this because I think they need the 

break. I am excited to see that they care this much for our production as to shorten their break.  I 

agreed to a line-thru before we leave town and then we will come back a day early for a run.  I 

think that I will come up with something special for the next run.  I need something to force the 

actors to stop thinking, just be confident in themselves, and simply have some fun.  I’ll come up 

with something over the break. 

 

11/23/05 Cast Line-Thru 

 Today the cast met to run lines.  I showed up at the beginning of it in case they had any 

questions for me.  My ASM was there to watch the script for them. 

 

11/26/05 Run Show w/game 

 Today is a run of the show but with a twist.  I am giving each of the actors a more 

extreme objective that they cannot share with the others. Also I am giving the other actors a 

secret about each other.  The only one who does not know the secret is the one that the secret is 

about.  The objective’s of each character is as follows: 

Truvy:  Must be the center of attention at all times.  Think Robin Williams on crack. 
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Annelle:  Must keep everything about your past a secret.  When do you lie?  When do you slip 

up?  You killed your husband and chose to hideout in this town. 

Shelby:  Everything must be perfect.  You must be in control of all around you.  You are perfect 

and you expect that from everyone else. 

Clairee:  Must make everyone around you laugh at all times.  You are the funniest person on the 

planet. 

M’Lynn:  Everything must be perfect.  You must be in control of all around you.  You are perfect 

and you expect that from everyone else. 

Ouiser:  You must be loved.  You need people to hold you and make contact with you to survive.   

 I gave Shelby and M’Lynn the same items because they are very similar and it should 

force them to butt heads some more.  Truvy’s should help her take over and drive the show.  

Annelle’s is to remind her that she does have some skeletons in her closet.  Clairee’s is simply to 

get her looking for the humor again.  Ouiser’s is to find the softer side underneath. Now here are 

the secrets about each: 

Truvy: Clairee found a plastic bag with some powder in it and suspects Truvy of having a drug 

problem.  Clairee must pass this information to the rest of the cast during the run. 

Annelle:  M’Lynn is coming from the post office.  When she meets Annelle she realizes that she 

looks extremely similar to a wanted poster she just saw.  She must pass this information to the 

rest of the cast during the run. 

Shelby:  She is the ugliest girl any of them has ever seen 

Clairee:  Is not funny.  Ever.  Nothing is even remotely funny. 

M’Lynn:  Does not work for the mental institution, she is actually a patient. 

Ouiser: She smells.  Bad.  Think urine covered with perfume covered with more urine. 
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 This was a very interesting game and not only did the cast begin to have some fun again, 

but they found some new moments we could use in the final product.  I can’t take all the credit 

on this one because Jim Winter, a friend and fellow director, used this game when he was 

directing a show I was in.  I added the secrets to the game to add some more fun to it and also to 

give the cast some reasons to team up. The cast really responded to this exercise because they 

quit thinking about lines, notes, and blocking and began just focusing on what they want and 

what is happening around them.  It also improved the listening between them because they were 

all being surprised by new choices.  Overall this was an extremely successful exercise, which I 

will definitely use again in the future. 

 

11/27/05 2-5pm Cue-to-Cue & 7-10pm Tech I 

 Now I have to switch my focus to the technical aspects of the show.  The cue-to-cue took 

longer than I expected since there are not many cues in the show.  The lights were giving us 

some problems, I say the lights because I am not sure if it was problems with the board or the 

person running the board.  We would get the transitions set and then the next one would be 

different.  For some reason we could not get the same looks consistently. Lighting in Act I scene 

2 is also being a bit of a battle.  The scene starts with a fuse having been blown so it must be 

dark.  The trouble is trying to find the right level of light to use.  This is a very important scene 

between Shelby and M’Lynn so it must be bright enough to see my actor’s faces yet dark enough 

to show a jarring difference when the fuse is replaced. 

 Transitions are always a picky point with me.  I believe that as lights fade out the music 

should swell and when lights fade up the music should fade out.  Together.  I am having trouble 

because the Stage Manager is trying to call the cues separately when I need him to call them both 
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and let my sound operator go off of the lights.  We ran these sections several times and finally 

achieved the proper sequence.  Also there is some light escaping from the backstage quick-

change areas that need addressing.   

 The scene changes are going to be an issue.  They are uncoordinated and just take too 

long.  We expected to have to wait on the costume changes and the playwright gives some help 

with the radio D.J.  I spoke with my stage manager and told him that he needed to get together 

with his crew and organize the exact order in which everything needed to be moved and rehearse 

it separately.  We just don’t have time to take up technical rehearsals with the scene changes so I 

asked them to work them during the shop hours.   

11/28/05 Dress I 

 My costumer got on me about the call times today.  It was a misunderstanding because I 

actually was never told that today was a dress rehearsal, I thought it was another tech.  We were 

able to call all the cast and bump up the calls by an hour.  I am very satisfied with the costumes 

and the actors were really enjoying using them.  It always helps.  I only had a couple of issues.  

Annelle, later in the show, has this great shirt that says, “Jesus” on it written with small birds and 

flowers.  The problem is that under the lights you cannot make out the shapes so I asked them to 

outline the letters so that we can read it.  The other was the Red Devils hat that Clairee wears 

when returning from the state championship game.  I wanted to take it even further and put some 

red devil horns on it.  I know this is a cheap laugh but it is only on her head for a couple of 

minutes and it is just fun to see a character who is so classy, former mayor’s wife, wearing 

something extremely tacky.  I am sure it will get a laugh. 

 The transitions are getting tighter and the scene changes improved but they still are not  

tight enough for me.  M’Lynn has to change her costume over a head full of rollers so I knew 
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that would take more time than desired, but she was ready to go well before the scene change 

was complete.  I need the scene change to happen fast enough that by the time she is ready we 

can go.  I have not been happy with Shelby’s wig, it just does not look natural at all.  The 

costume professor says she has some ideas but I get the feeling that I will never be happy as long 

as that thing is on her head.  I will probably just have to bite the bullet on this one.  The starter 

pistol for the gun shots has been misfiring.  The technical director said he has ordered a new one 

so it should not be an issue.  Also the explosion has been lacking power, it sounds like someone 

is banging on a trashcan.  The T.D. told me that he is getting some 12-gauge blanks, the kind 

they use to train hunting dogs, and that it should be loud enough.  Everything is coming together 

and hopefully everything will be functioning properly by preview night. 

 

11/29/05 Dress II 

 Today was our last run without an audience.  I can feel most of the cast getting excited 

but, Ouiser is beginning to get really nervous because she has not performed in a show for 

twenty years which is understandable.  I will see how she handles the preview audience and go 

from there.  The technical aspects are really starting to come together now.  The lights and sound 

are working together now, the scene changes are getting slightly quicker, the gunshots worked, 

the explosion was loud enough to make everyone jump, and when Clairee walked out with her 

new Devils hat everyone laughed so hard that she had to hold for several moments.  I laughed 

through most of the next few lines.  I am now reaching back and patting myself on the back.  

Overall, I feel that I am ready to hand the show over to my Stage Manager, cast, and crew.  I 

have trust in them and it is time for me to sit back and try my best to view it as an audience 
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member and try to see what it would look like through the eyes of someone seeing it for the first 

time. 

 

11/30/05 Final Dress/Preview Audience 

 We finally had an audience tonight, thank God.  Granted, it was an audience of mostly 

high school students who were there to take part in the Imaginaction (a day of theatre related 

workshops) but they were an audience nonetheless.  I thought this would be an interesting test 

because if we could hold a group of high schooler's attention then we are in pretty good shape.  I 

spent most of my time observing the audiences reactions.  I like to see it from their point of view.  

I saw most of them laugh, many cried, and laughed again.  I’m not going to use the cliché ‘Roller 

coaster of emotions’ but I think we got to them.  Even some of the ‘cooler’ guys who sat in the 

back of the house were intensely watching the show.  I think this will play very well now, 

especially with older audience members. 

 

12/01/05 Opening Night 

 Well, today was opening night.  I brought gifts for the cast and crew and it took me so 

long to wrap them that I did not have time to get nervous.  I spoke with the cast and received 

some very touching letters from several of them.  It feels good to know that I have been a 

positive influence on them.  I think they learned a lot in this process and so did I.  We circled up 

and I gave some words of encouragement.  I tried to pump up all of them except one.  Ouiser I 

tried to calm.  She was so nervous.  I told her that she was cast in this show for a reason and that 

she should be confident that I chose her because she was good.  I took a seat in the audience and 

watched the show truly for the first time.  The audience seemed to enjoy it immensely.  I even 
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saw the President of the University shed some tears.  I spoke with many of the audience 

members after the show and they all had amazing things to say.  Overall, I am very satisfied with 

the way things turned out and I am confident that the run will be quite successful.  That, and I am 

just happy that I don’t have to write in this log anymore. 
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PROJECT EVALUATION: 

 

 It is without hesitation that I will declare this project a success.  Every person that I spoke 

to; Dell McLain, the actors, the audience, crew, stage management, designers, etc., and myself 

all were quite pleased with the resulting production.  I believe that we put up a solid piece of 

theatre while creating a very educational process for everyone involved. 

 I will start with the production itself and then move to the process.  The show was solid 

and I think we came along way from where we started.  The audiences seemed to truly love the 

piece and we played to sold-out crowds the entire run.  The set, lights, sound, and properties 

designs pleased me immensely.  I spent some time after opening night, in the rest of the run, 

watching the audience.  I wanted to try to experience the show from their eyes.  I saw them all be 

drawn in and invest in the story.  I even saw the University President trying to hide his tears after 

M’Lynn’s breakdown.  Now there were problems and mistakes but I was quite pleased with the 

final product.  I feel that we told Robert Harling’s story.  Enough said.   

 Now to move on to the process. First off, the actors were all very vocal about the new 

techniques that they will now include in their own processes and preparation.  The table work 

that we used at the beginning of the process was very popular.  Even the more experienced actors 

approached me with some aspects they had not looked at before.  The relationship discussions 

proved themselves to be quite useful from the first day that we got on our feet and began 

blocking.  It was something that I had never used as a director but will certainly use again in the 

future.  The response was just too strong.  The actors were not trying to figure out their 

relationships through the rehearsal process, it was decided, agreed upon, and out of the way so 
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that we could immediately dive in and focus on the moments without having to stop and discuss 

why.  We already had.   

 Also the fact that we plugged through the entire script pointing out the important turning 

points for each character and the given circumstances given by Harling kept us from spending 

time on those as well.  It worked out better than I could have hoped because all were in 

agreement and we could really spend our time focusing on the moments.  I feel that this really 

made the process much more productive. 

 The extremely detailed moment-to-moment work was also something that was a new 

experience for most of the actors.  SOSU is a program that puts up close to fourteen shows a 

season and most of which have very large casts.  This forces the directors to work on the larger 

issues rather than allowing the opportunity to focus on smaller moments.  In working scenes with 

my actors I found myself stopping and repeatedly working the same moments before I allowed 

us to move on.  This was very tedious in the beginning of the process but, I found, as we moved 

on, that the actors began looking for those moments rather than waiting for me to point them out.  

It seemed that the tougher and more grueling the experience was at the beginning the easier and 

more explorative the rehearsals were later in the process. 

 Another technique, that I try to use in my acting classes, is to ask a lot of questions.  I 

tried to avoid giving any semblance of a line reading through the process.  It was only after 

trying numerous ways to get the actors to play an appropriate action that I would, as a last resort, 

give an example.  I instead try to ask leading questions so that they will come up with the choices 

themselves.  The most common question being, “Why?”  I would ask this several times in a row 

in response to their answers and most of the time the actors would end up with a strong action 

worth playing themselves.  I use this approach because, as an actor myself, I hate being flat out 
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told what to do.  It gives me no ownership of the role and can push things towards a false 

performance.  If the actor can come up with the answer then they already have it worked into 

their thought process.  Now was I completely successful in sticking with these techniques?  No, 

but I gave a concerted effort to stick to them as much as possible. 

 This leads me to, what I think is, one of the biggest successes of the project, the education 

of myself.  I found that forcing myself to stick to these techniques in turn forced me to search 

harder for ways to reach the actors.  This process, in one month, expanded my grasp of a solid 

acting vocabulary.  I truly believe that this learning experience taught me more than any other 

person involved.  Which, looking back on it, was it’s purpose.  My thesis was not just a chance 

for me to illustrate the process that I have developed in my time at the University of New 

Orleans, but more importantly, a chance to expand it.  Dell told me, in a conversation, that this 

process was something that he needed not only his students to witness and experience, but just as 

importantly, his faculty.  He forgot to add me to that list; I needed this more than anyone and will 

take the experiences with me for the rest of my career. 
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SCANNED SCRIPT: 
 
 The following pages contain a scanned copy of my directing script.  When I direct I tend 

to write down anything that pops into my mind as I work through the script.  I write actions only 

when I believe that there are no other options besides that action or if there is a major moment 

that I already have in mind.  This way I walk in with an open mind to many of the choices that 

the actors bring and it helps to make discoveries along with them in the rehearsal process.  I like 

to write down questions to ask the actors through the process that will force a decision one way 

or another so that they are not choosing actions that are in the middle of the road or neutral.  I 

also have a tendency to write down subtext as it occurs to me and mark important information 

and operatives. 
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