
Symptom Concept Direction
There is too much undirected energy fl ying all 
over the place.

The Virtue of Stillness • “Don’t just DO something, STAND there!”
• Relax your asshole
• Blink like a dog, that is, not much.

There is excessive sighing or over-voicing. Get on your Breath: the fi rst half of every 
line is the breath in to say it

• Find the words in your scene partners lines that 
make you breathe in to speak

The actors seem lost in the empty space of 
the room and have no relationship to their 
surroundings.

Make your surroundings radioactive • Add destinations and activities
• Endow props with emotional meaning

The scene feels rushed Use Silence • Activate pauses as weaponry.
• Create a complicated inner life.

The scene feels over-exerted You are the artist AND the work of art.
The captain stays calm as the ship heaves.
Remain directable.

• Pursue a lack of actor strain. Apply constraints, 
such as nearby strangers or awkward social 
environments (elevators, funerals).

The performances are too big, too underlined. Truth has no size
The Camera Reads Your Mind

• Slow and low, that is the tempo. Be boring.
• Add a score

The lines don’t seem like the actors’ words. Let the language work on you • Repeat the important words 4 times

The actors are indicating and telegraphing, 
rather than actually feeling, the emotions.

Trust the language, trust the camera.
Just be a person.

• Breathe in and out before each line.
• Do the scene blindfolded. Deprive the senses.

The actors seem to be handling their scene 
partner with tongs.

Stop being polite • Shove each other on the lines
• Permission to be ferocious with each other

The performances don’t feel spontaneous. Emphasize Discovery • Elaborate on the Prior Moment, tee them up to 
hit the brick wall of the scene’s circumstances.

There seems to be a lack of relationship, or 
spark between the scene partners.

Explore status • What is the worst case scenario?
• Who’s in charge? Does that switch? 

(Probably)

The scene comes off as one note. Learning & Decision Making 
(editors look for these moments in 
coverage)

• What is the Black Swan? That is, an emotional 
discovery in the middle of the scene: “Suddenly, 
it’s a world where [blank] is possible or true.”

The actors are not listening to each other, 
pre-occupied with their own ordeals.

Playing Actions • Encouragement to MAKE your scene partner 
feel an emotion for your benefi t

The characters are too nasty, unlikable. Play the Positive
Seek your better vision of the world

• The Reverse Ghandi — make your scene 
partner be the change you want to see in the 
world.

There is low emotional impact, a lack of 
intimacy.

Listen with the dog brain • Picture the images that are coming out of your 
scene partners mouth

• Sit back to back on the fl oor and do the scene

The actors emerge unscathed; going through 
the scene seems too easy for them.

Establish Cost • Assign an emotional cost to saying certain 
lines. What part of your relationship are you 
sacrifi cing by saying [blank]?

• Consider what you are NOT saying

The actors are too comfortable with each other 
and it’s eroding the confl ict.

Work the obstacle, get on top
Play to win

• Have them tick check boxes when they score a 
point, enjoying the one-up-manship

The scene is dull, too on-the-nose, too pretty. Make it Icky
Dwell in the Joli-Laid

• Encourage the actors to emphasize the more 
unsavory aspects of the characters, and to relish 
the ability to do so.

Everything is perfect, yet not satisfying, earth 
shattering. 

Terrify yourself • Add something unusual, something that doesn’t 
make sense, go past the safe place, ruin it all
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A DIRECTORIAL CHEATSHEET FOR TROUBLESHOOTING SCENES
by Brendan Hughes



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


