My Observership with
on The Little Foxes: A Reflection

BY ANN NOLING

There was an important lesson for me as a
yOurig director in Dan’s approach and in how
people responded to it: always ask for what you
want, and when you can’t have it, be reasonable
and make it work. But always ask, and don’t
make it any easier for people to say no.

My Observership with Dan Sullivan has been a game changer for me in ways I think it may
take me months and years to fully understand and articulate. I know without question that this
process has made me a much stronger director and assistant. It showed me just how much I
still had to learn when I stepped outside my limited experience of working on new plays Off-
Broadway. This was the first Broadway show I worked on and the first revival I had worked on
in many years. I faced a steep learning curve, and the lessons and confidence I gained from
rising to that challenge have been invaluable.

My hope with this Observership was that working with Dan—a director who has a reputation for
being an actor’s director—on a revival, with the dual casting of Cynthia Nixon and Laura Linney,
would allow me to focus on how to work with actors and designers after several years spent
focusing on how to work with playwrights on new works. This proved to be completely true.

Dan is an incredible collaborator. He listens to his actors and designers, allows them the room
they need to do their craft, but is still firm when he needs to stand up for a particular choice

or decision. There was an important lesson for me as a young director in Dan's approach and

in how people responded to it: always ask for what you want, and when you can’t have it, be
reasonable and make it work. But always ask, and don't make it any easier for people to say no.

As I had hoped, the dual casting of Cynthia and Laura as Birdie and Regina gave me a great
opportunity to see how Dan approached the same character with two different actors. From
the beginning, Dan gave them permission to craft their own individual performances. He
didn't make a big deal about it, and he didn't adjust his process too much (at least, not that I
could see). We worked through big chunks of the play at a time, which meant that Laura and
Cynthia were always there watching while the other was rehearsing. However, Dan allowed
them each to do different blocking that made sense to the character choices they were
making, and he made it clear that if design and technical aspects of the show had to change
to accommodate their different performances, then that is what we would do. By the end, it
was an impressive lesson in the collaborative nature of theatre. There was not a single part of
the production that was completely the same between the two casts—the lighting, set, props,
costumes, blocking, performances of the actors, backstage prep, and audience response all
changed to varying degrees between the two casts.

Something I noticed about Dan’s approach to actor coaching that has really stuck with me
is that he rarely gave general acting notes. Instead, he would give notes about specific lines



that would help get at the larger note—for example, instead of saying, ‘I
think you need to be meaner in this scene,” he would give the note that
a specific line needed to have more teeth. I'm still mulling over exactly
how or why actors seem to hear Dan's kind of note differently, but

they do. It's an approach I want to incorporate into my own work and
continue exploring.

It was also a great lesson to watch Dan in previews. Because it wasn't

a new play, I could focus on how he fine-tuned the show instead of
focusing on rewrites. Dan was not scared of making changes all the way
through the preview process. Even in the last rehearsal before we froze
the show, we changed the blocking for a significant moment and cut a
line and sound cue. I know other directors who would hesitate to make
major changes like this on the last day because they wouldn't have

the opportunity to try them out in performance and then adjust them
further. Dan did, however, and the show was unquestionably stronger.

I have also learned a great deal about directing revivals, gaining a new
understanding of the importance of considering a revival through both

the lens of the period in which the playwright wrote the play and also the
contemporary lens your audience will bring to it. Before beginning work on
this production, I had been thinking about what The Little Foxes says about
the period in which it is set and what it says about today to a contemporary
audience, but I had not been thinking about it in the context of when it was
written. Our conversations in the rehearsal room throughout the process
helped me understand the importance of considering the perspective from
which Lillian Hellman wrote the play in 1939.

As a result of this Observership, I would no longer categorically define
myself solely as a new play director. I still have a deep passion and
affinity for new play development and love the excitement of finding
the play through readings, rehearsals, and rewrites. However, I have
always envied my director friends who do devised work because of
the opportunity they have to make director-driven work, even though
devised work has never appealed to me—script work and textual
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analysis are too intrinsic to my approach as a director. This Observership
reminded me that with a revival, you still work from a script and start
with a playwright, but the director is the primary storyteller of your
production—he or she is responsible for finding the narrative through-
line that is the driving force for the piece. New work has always appealed
to me because the social-political ramifications of my work are very
important to me as an artist, and I like the opportunity to tell new stories
in new ways. Working on a show like The Little Foxes with timely political
themes, however, reminded me that there is also a lot of opportunity for
socio-political commentary with a well-chosen revival.

Dan talked through ideas and notes with me, listened to my opinions,
and trusted me to give notes to the actors when he wasn't at press
performances. This trust and openness not only allowed me to learn
more from him and his process but also helped me learn just how much
[ was capable of. I sincerely hope I am able to work with him again.

In addition to the lessons I learned from watching Dan’s approach, my
Observership reminded me how much I can learn from working with
seasoned professionals, as long as I am rigorous about searching out
new experiences and challenges. It renewed in me a commitment to
search out specific new opportunities that address gaps in my training.

I've been struggling to put into words how all the little things I learned
from working with Dan added up. But I finally realized that this struggle

- is sort of the point. T don't know all the ways this Observership will help

and shape me moving forward. It has opened up so much to me—new
techniques, new ideas, new collaborators, and new ways of identifying
and understanding my own work. I don’t know yet what all these new
things will lead to. But I know that this experience has given me these
new opportunities as well as the confidence to pursue them and make
the most of them. Working on this production was new and hard and
challenging and stressful and stimulating and exciting, and I did it, and I
did it well—and that experience is invaluable.
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