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Abstract 

REFRAMING SHAKESPEARE AS AN EVOLVING MODEL OF INCLUSIVE 

ENSEMBLE THEATER 

Nicholas M. Kfoury Horner, M.F.A. 

George Mason University, 2021 

Thesis Director: Dr. Richard Davis 

 

This thesis investigates and articulates the process of directing a Shakespeare 

performance to create inclusive, ensemble storytelling. Interpretation and production of a 

play for public viewing was an integral part of this work which represents the 

culmination of ongoing study in the areas of performativity, race and gender theory, 

somatic release, body-conscious casting, and observations about connections between 

performance and neuroscience as manifest in actors in rehearsal and performance. This 

thesis may also serve as resource for directors engaging in training in group dynamics, 

body politics, devised choreographic work, and experimentation with parallel structures 

of storytelling at play in a single narrative.  
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INTRODUCTION 

When I began my graduate journey, I had no way of knowing that I would be 

directing Shakespeare amidst a global pandemic and national racial reckoning. As was 

the case in London when Shakespeare’s first plays were being staged, today many 

theaters are closed, audiences are limited, and political unrest abounds. Theatergoers are 

grappling with big questions about race, gender, wealth disparity, institutionalism, 

clericalism, and public health, to name a few, and these questions present theaters with 

fodder for new work while challenging the medium itself to modernize and adopt new 

modes of storytelling. The place for classics seems to have shifted in the public eye as 

colonialism and words like “canon” face critical challenges. These challenges stretch my 

understanding of theater and expand my thinking about storytelling, and I had to meet 

this moment with a way to reflect on some of the big questions audiences are asking.     

Originally, I was set to direct Romeo and Juliet in 2020, which did not happen. In 1592, 

Romeo and Juliet was slated to open, only to be postponed for two years as London 

theaters were shut down for plague. At the same time, England was undergoing a major 

identity shift as a divided post-Reformation England questioned and tested religious 

freedom, privilege, and gender roles. To Shakespeare, these interruptions must have been 

both maddening derailments and rich, creative breaks. Perhaps we are in a similar 

moment.   
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Who could predict that the world would be completely transformed by the time I 

got to my thesis project? In early advising sessions with my adviser and program director, 

we agreed it would be important for me to direct a verse play before I graduated. I 

immediately thought of the rich language and varied themes in Shakespeare, and we soon 

agreed that I would try to stage one of Shakespeare’s tragedies, since this was seldom 

done with undergraduates and would present a good directorial challenge for me as a 

graduate student. Little did we know that just two-and-a-half years later, the world would 

be submerged in a tragedy of its own, and so I had to find a new balance of challenge and 

questions to take up. Romeo and Juliet, while an important play to me, was not one which 

I could see myself doing at a time when obvious racial and political divisions were 

tearing apart families and communities. The given circumstances of the play felt too 

literal. I was so sure I knew what I was going to do and how, which now seems a 

dangerously proud place to be as a director. Noah Pikes writes about this kind of false 

security in his book Dark Voices. He says of directors, “Many will play out their own 

psyche, see it was good because they want to see their own bias confirmed, and then take 

their breakfast in bed.” I had to find new questions, and challenge the way I thought 

about directing in general. Much of the research I started, and much of my own life 

experience, did not prepare me for the moment when the global narrative shifted so 

dramatically that my familiar mode of storytelling would be largely transformed. I 

assumed that audiences would come to see Shakespeare because they loved Shakespeare, 

and I did not count on having to say as much if not more than Shakespeare did himself 
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with his text. I realized that all the clever stage pictures I had preplanned, all the 

budgeting I had done to dream up a set that was far more literal, and the audience that I 

was expecting to validate my assumptions were all gone.  By an accidental cosmic 

alignment of problems and changes, I found I could not hide behind abstract questions 

posed by someone else. I felt a great weight of responsibility, as if hazarding my voice 

was somehow harder than it had been just a few years before. Perhaps because those 

seeing this work would come with a new paradigm, one which would more directly 

challenge my own training and assumptions. I knew I was in for struggles as I took up my 

favorite dramaturgical question: “Who has the right to tell whose story?” Storytelling 

became the focus of my musings, and that story would take shape from my lived 

experience, my community life, and the pursuit of what I might have been missing.   
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CONTEMPORARY SCHOLARSHIP IN ENSEMBLE 

Elizabeth Carter 

In 2017, on a short trip to San Francisco, I stopped in to see a new, all-female cast 

do King Lear as a part of the San Francisco Shakespeare Festival. I saw actors explore 

gender fluidity with the text, a widely representative group of women changing scenes 

and roles seamlessly as they executed a gut-wrenching tragedy. So too in Paris, the year 

before, I saw a new adaptation of The Winter’s Tale, where the work was very much an 

ensemble effort. Again, roles were suggestions of energy rather than fixed assignments, 

the scenery was minimal enough to allow the audience to discover where they were as the 

scene unfolded, and the space was used more as a vessel for a larger context of play than 

as a particular environment. I was captivated by the idea that I, as an audience member, 

could attach multiple actors to the same character and the actors’ varied characterizations 

revealed new layers in the text. Seeing different takes on the same moment, just by virtue 

of different people inhabiting the same text, opened more opportunities for the audience 

to connect to the text. Such work freed my understanding of metaphor from its use as 

momentary device to land a point. Rather, I started to see metaphor as a parallel world 

always at play at the edge of our awareness. Applying that idea about metaphor to my 

present work, I wanted to reveal some of this secondary world. Ensemble seemed a 

powerful vehicle for unlocking metaphoric moments in Shakespeare and thinking about a 
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fluid and widely representative group alleviated some worry about how to cast a classic 

in a time when every choice about race and gender is being closely watched. Considering 

our hyper-individualized and now sequestered American society, ensemble also offered a 

sense of much-needed community which was an attractive salve for what has become a 

very literal, existentially focused, “them or me” culture.   

 I started to think about the somatic Body Tales I had been a part of at the Roy 

Hart Institute and the ensemble workshops I participated in a decade before in New York. 

I recalled early work by SITI Company and my connections to the work of Pina Bausch, 

and fell in love with the renewed sense of community that “ensemble Shakespeare” 

created. But the way these productions challenged the convention of roles themselves 

was not something I had seen before. Some of my travel companions who saw the work 

with me and seldom identified with or even enjoyed Shakespeare before, said that they 

could see themselves in many of the “people” in these productions. While that word 

“people” was so unspecific in the context of a play, it struck me as exactly right for 

playing Shakespeare today. There was an implied relatability in their use of that word, a 

relevance that interested me, as well. I realized that, while not as historically accurate, an 

ensemble could capture the essence of the lines and experiment with deliveries to offer 

more possible meanings. I felt safer for the actors when thinking about them sharing the 

load of the many possible meanings in the text, rather than putting the whole burden on a 

single actor per character. Watching a whole herd wrestle with the size of Shakespeare’s 

themes also arrested my sense that any one actor had to be a “verse expert,” which 

appeals to me in the context of working with untrained student actors. This type of work 



3 

 

becomes less about following individual actors through the story, and more about 

charting energetic connections in the lines themselves. There is a psychological roadmap 

which parallels and informs the text, a series of metaphors which engage our receptors 

for subtlety, humor, and rebellion against reverence. Different performances from 

different actors lead to new bits of the map coming into focus, engaging the reptilian 

aspects of Shakespeare. Contemporary movement and speech practices focus on a more 

somatic, grounded approach to performance.  

I started to follow more of this type of work over the last few years, and it was not 

until later in 2018 that I realized that I was drawn repeatedly to the work of a great 

emerging director, Elizabeth Carter. At Oregon Shakespeare, Carter experimented with 

the nature of performative embodiment. She gave one actor a part of a monologue and set 

them loose on their own story; halfway through, she would have another actor interrupt 

or assume the action of the actor that preceded them in the given role. It was common for 

two things to happen at once. Then maybe another actor would enter the scene and join 

the other two and the scene would expand again, and with each entrance, a new meaning 

landed on the audience.  She employed actors of every body type, some more able to 

move than others. The costumes were all black, and supportive of the actors’ movement. 

Actors would share moments of text and, partially through mimesis, would share fleeting 

moments on stage together to make a decisive point or resist a monolithic image of a race 

or gender. I could clearly see what was happening underneath some of the text by what 

was happening as one movement, or vocal gesture, or entire scene was subsumed into the 

next. Each moment the actors shared was motivated by a critical part of the storytelling. 
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She explored hidden layers in the text by serving the lines on the voices of different 

women. A cis Pollyanna grandma would meet a “stone butch” teen and they would share 

the same lines and then be joined by a nymphomaniac trans woman and continue.   

I had a lot of reading to do after I saw that play and was not sure that I understood 

some of the choices. It took some time for me to grasp the use of handoffs and 

replacements from scene to scene. I questioned whether this was merely a shock factor 

device, which I doubted, or if it served some purpose that I was not able to see on the 

spot. I saw the production again, after doing some research, and saw much more of the 

intention in the handoffs upon second viewing. Once I understood the nonliteral world of 

the play, the scenes began to meld together and form a more specific piece that revealed a 

focused and generous accounting for gender.   

Carter had the benefit of a long rehearsal period to build the dramatic 

circumstances of a single work at a time. I also had to recognize my own limitations in 

telling a story with such gender specificity, as my Shakespeare education did not include 

many of the identities I saw on stage. Even a female director and pioneer like Arienne 

Mnouchkine was not doing this type of identity-challenging work, focusing Theatre de 

Soleil on projects which challenge the form of theater but not always the players. Julie 

Taymor has in recent years turned her attention to intersectional identities with her 2017 

Broadway revival of M Butterfly, but her recent work has not always been so stratified as 

in her production Spider Man: The Musical.  These women’s contributions, while not 

always identity centered, were considerable as they pushed the bounds of choreography, 

scenography, and stretched the idea of time and place. Carter, and others I have since 
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discovered like Claire Avitable and Matt Morrow, challenge soul and isolation, 

highlighting human rights and gender equitability. They are focused on energetic 

connection and relationships cultivated over time and repetition. Still, while I need years 

of education in some of this new work, the idea of handoffs could be clearly explored 

over less time and informed how I started to think about certain scenes that could be 

executed with undergraduate actors in compelling ways.   

I followed Carter through several other productions and soon found that I was 

having my own vision of what a Shakespeare could look like if I questioned identity and 

the nature of performative actions. Why couldn’t a man in drag speak the lines of 

Cordelia to her father, or Troilus be played by a woman professing her love for her 

girlfriend? Carter also had the luxury of deeply trained actors, and I wondered if we could 

be clear enough in our trades and substitutions to land a cohesive message. Would it be 

possible to approach Shakespeare in a way that resisted some of the overused approaches 

to Shakespeare and just let a story emerge? What if male, female, non-binary, and gender 

non-conforming students could be integrated into a single laboratory telling of some of 

Shakespeare’s highest-stakes scenes? I committed myself to the idea of honoring the 

language while exposing the rigid façade of practiced acting in pursuit of a more honest 

piece of theater. What would a stilted treatment of the text serve except to cement the 

inaccessibility of period work? I wanted to challenge the myth that Shakespeare 

performance must be stuffy or lofty when many of the themes therein explore human 

existence and are still relevant today. In this same vein, my time with teachers from 
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Shakespeare and Company in Lenox, MA would prove invaluable both in philosophy and 

practice.   

Shakespeare and Company 

Long after the departure of expert voice clinician Kristin Linklater, Tina Packer 

and Dennis Krausnick continued the Shakespeare and Company legacy of “unarmed” 

Shakespeare. On their very bare stages with sparse prop and scenic designs, the training 

arm of this producing body tells some of the most potent stories in the country. Deeply 

rooted in release techniques which disarm the actor’s tendency towards declaimed or 

over-acted performance, the late Dennis Krausnick had a way of setting up tasty 

diversions and quiet distractions to interrupt an actor's worry about themselves. Once, I 

saw him stand directly behind an actor delivering a monologue from Hamlet. The actor’s 

chin was rising, his breath was caught in his throat–and with it, his sound. Dennis reached 

over his shoulder and gave his earlobe a gentle wiggle. The actor laughed straight 

through the end of the line and his breath fell clean out of him. We in the room heard the 

line for the first time and because he was resisting the impulse to burst out laughing, the 

actor dropped his chin into alignment and the monologue buzzed with tangible vibration. 

To achieve the type of clarity that Krausnick often demanded, actors had to learn to trust 

their breath, their hearts, and their impulses to move. Dennis would often say in class 

“We do not need the where or the how if you show us the why. The others will follow 

right along.” He worked from an instinctual place which younger actors adopted easily, 

once they learned to trust themselves. Most undergraduates are navigating the eddies of 

early adulthood, such as self-care, personal finance, serious conflicts with romantic 
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partners, and adult citizenship, to name just a few. During such trying times in life, it is 

hard to trust your instincts, even if you are aware enough to know what your instincts are. 

We live in a time when instinct might be the last thing we listen to. Finding time to really 

listen to others or even ourselves is a challenge when we are met with so many 

technological, professional, and societal distractions. So, while undergraduates are trying 

to find their way, so are their directors; so are we all. While my challenges are different, I 

too must negotiate my own limited attention, sometimes chaotic emotional state, and 

sense of my own power in a world so much bigger than me or my work. Dennis was 

right: Instinct is the vital ingredient in this moment for theater makers and may indeed be 

a missing element in American theater.   

We are in a time of great distress but, long before a pandemic, a great recession, 

or national racial reckoning presented theater with existential challenges, Shakespeare 

and Company saw in the theatrical body of America a need for trust and community. As 

their mission continues, I think back on some of their work that I first saw in 2012 when 

attending a characterization workshop led by Krausnick.  Some of the students were 

having trouble with the subtleties of the many double entendres. I was an observer then, 

but watched Dennis take a deep dive into the scansion of the lines, measuring the meter, 

analyzing the tactical and rhythmic changes, and clarifying implied stage direction by 

underscoring the verbs in the text. He would say, “Shakespeare only followed the rules of 

verse when he meant for you to believe what the speaker is saying. If you count the 

syllables and you don’t come up with ten, you are speaking a lie and should take note of 

that and savor the moments when you can rest.” He introduced musicality and the 
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interplay of speaking and pauses on the breath, such that the room erupted with laughter 

on the next takes. Later, as opening approached, many of the actors were told to dispense 

with their rigid counting and feel the music of the scenes. They had to feel the rests, the 

beats that were unspoken, and allow themselves moments of stillness. What occurred, 

both in movement and on the text, was sublime. There was a deep breath, a gulp of air, 

and then the plunge. They were floating in the words. I heard enjoyment, argument, and 

confidence. The lines started to land, the actors started to hear their own voice come 

back, and they settled into what they had built as if it was an oversized chair. The actors 

started coming home to the text.  

That time with Shakespeare and Company in that musical approach to text—

relishing breath, playing the rests, and riding the waves of Shakespeare’s interwoven 

interruptions—marked a profound shift in the way I looked at the words. I discovered the 

playfulness in Shakespeare which I would need to work at Roy Hart and Pantheatre.  

Enrique Pardo and Linda Wise  

If Pan and Ariadne were reincarnated, they would be so in Enrique Pardo and 

Linda Wise, respectively. Pardo is all mischief, disruption, and genius with no restraint. 

Wise is question, doubt, and desire with hopeless romantic notions. In their many 

laboratories throughout France, Italy, and Peru, Pardo and Wise create highly 

experimental work continuing the philosophical lineage of Alfred Wolfsohn, Roy Hart, 

and James Hillman. They dabble in the magic of theater and embrace the gambler gene––

that spark of curiosity that drives actors to take risks, to coax a raw and uncalculated 

performance to which I was immediately drawn.   
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I first encountered their work in a performance of an adaptation of Titus 

Andronicus in New York in 2007 but did not attend a class or get an up-close view of 

their methods until 2015, when I first attended their Myth and Theater festival in 

Malaragues, France. There, I watched the company take up the mystery and magic in 

Shakespeare and infuse movement into otherwise wooden phrases stilted by age or 

bygone context. I watched a young Italian woman name Elena Grigio dance as she hurled 

argument after argument into the walls of Harfleur with text from Henry V. Another, 

Didier Montagne, sang Puck’s closing speech in a Midsummer Night’s Dream in a 

falsetto so sweet it was almost a lullaby putting us down for a nap. They would 

foreground the least significant moment and create an entirely new scene from an 

unimportant idea, only to banish that idea but let its echo color the central action. They 

teased apart psychological gestures, unvoiced ideas, or object metaphors by putting 

moments on a corps of actors to lift and interrogate while other actors worked in the 

material scene. If Juliet says, “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell 

as sweet,” the counter-ensemble would be in a praise dance honoring the rose, or even 

just its smell.    

Pardo, who has a penchant for harsh observation, would become very still as he 

perceived what he would call an imp. He would often take notice of a sneeze, cough, 

yawn, or even a blink as an augury that the life of the scene had changed. Wise would 

watch for untaken roads, wasted nerve pulses where the actor did not follow their voice 

or their limbs because of some imposed intellectualization. In their ruthless pursuit of 

specificity, they created conditions where mythopoetic moments could parallel the given 
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circumstances in the text. They produced rich inspiration for mapping the non-literal 

world where Shakespeare’s context and our own can share the same space and time.   

Early on in their productions and classes, they would take casts and students 

through what they called the “Academy of Boredom.” In this work, the actor resides with 

an idea, word, gesture, or action and continually reimagines the subject until the actor 

themselves gets bored with the very nature of the subject. Rather than training actors to 

reduce a moment on stage to something they can know, they layer meaning through 

repetition and exhaustive interrogation to reveal the gut language at the center of the 

poetry. The Academy of Boredom is designed to elevate and articulate myths, raising 

stakes while tightening the focus of a word or gesture to be more specific. They resist 

charming the audience into belief and instead interrogate the meaning in myth and the 

poetic of time to unite the “what” with the “when and arrive at something larger. This 

results in performances which the audience can recognize in their body without so much 

intellectualization. To set off mythopoetic work, actors must practice being radically 

present and empty vessels so that the audience can see the actors change each other and 

be changed by each other. In their Titus Andronicus, for example, there was no piety, no 

sense of expertise, only visceral images kilned in the body of the actors until ideas, like 

stabbing a pillow until every feather has flown out of its sides, were so specifically 

manifest that the actor was free to change the moment, the impulse, the response, or any 

other element of the scene. The mise-en-scène was often an accidental creation, forged 

from the impulses of the actors while at play, and this offered me the unique opportunity 

to see poesis as a methodology rather than a result.   
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I was spellbound by many of their performances, and, from the vantage point of 

my own professional voice work, they were trying to do with whole bodies what I try do 

with sound. Their work transports the viewer to a plane of understanding without 

concrete knowing. To Pardo and Wise, knowing is the greatest sin. They argue that the 

performance which leaves someone knowing is an utter failure. They subscribe to the 

Greek notion that metaphor, derived in part from the Greek word metaphora, which is a 

word for transport, should take us someplace new. Their vital training in this idea of 

transportability in performance fascinates me and informs me of the way I approach 

Shakespeare interpretation.  

Transportability is not just an abstract performance theory, but it is also grounded 

in the latest neuroscientific research. Thanks to fMRI, we know that the speech center of 

the brain is active while people are moving, and that certain motor neurons are firing 

while we are speaking, such that the Vagus Nerve (often called the wandering nerve) may 

actively stimulate or suppress our voices and movements both simultaneously and 

independently (Brown, 2010). In short, humans are built to receive and interpret multiple 

stimuli in close succession. This reaction is different from multi-tasking, which has been 

shown to be a myth. Rather, art requires a somatic, chemical, and bodily response. The 

body keeps the score, and the brain responds to visual storytelling differently than to any 

other medium, because storytelling is linked to our survival as a species. Art is one of the 

most direct languages of the brain. According to a 2020 study from University College 

London, “Art accesses many of the advanced processes of the human brain 
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simultaneously, such as intuitive analysis, expressivity, and embodied cognition” 

(ACRM, 2020).  

In my view, the key ingredients to making impactful work are active listening, 

reading biofeedback, and remaining wholly alive in the words. The idea of remaining 

radically present is easier said than done, as it requires a great amount of vulnerability 

and trust within the company. Historically, this trust was rarely earned and hard to 

maintain without agreements about community safety and humane boundaries. Fifteen 

years ago, in my classes at Stella Adler Studio of Acting, the contract between student 

artist and teacher was that the teacher was master and could do whatever they needed to 

coax “greatness” from a student. Likewise, in my voice lessons at The Juilliard School, 

my teacher did not just lead but reigned over the studio; my voice, my intellect, even my 

body were subject to her methodology before her care. I was never harmed or victimized 

by these methods because I understood how to separate the instruction from my valuation 

of self-worth or my likelihood of success. I saw several performers crushed under the 

same circumstances, and I fear these were mild cases of abuse compared to some I have 

since studied. Many elite teachers I observed in my early training held that they were 

above reproach or did not understand boundaries as something which applied to them. 

While contemporary companies still have a long way to go in this respect, it is impossible 

to ignore the industry’s progress in caring for its company members and supporting the 

ways that artists do this highly personal work.   

Because radically present metaphor work is so personal and potentially dangerous 

it is also potent and can reveal important truths about the human condition. While 
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presence is vital in honest storytelling, demanding it from actors and “training hard” can 

be colonizing in its own way. To make Shakespeare for everybody, a critical 

consideration is, “Who is represented in the room and how do the words and the stories 

work in and on them?”   

Problems with Shakespeare and Representation  

Long before Shakespeare was born, artists from other theatrical traditions have 

employed community storytelling, oral history, poetry, music, and movement to make 

meaning. Everything from Yoga, Marma Points, and Qigong to Ancestral Tribal Dance 

and Capoeira are rooted in breath control and support, a healthy neuromuscular and 

neuroskeletal system, and a belief in dignity and power inherent in the body. These are 

spiritual traditions which consider more than regionality, language, or race. The focus of 

the work for me now must be to acknowledge and honor the souls in the stories being 

told.   

To approach Shakespeare in 2021, a director must ask, who do I have to work 

with and how will I lift their experiences and honor who they are while dealing with the 

devastation of white supremacy? While I do not mean to reject Western colonial 

philosophies outright, it is impossible to create the necessary community agreements and 

established safety contexts without acknowledging the marring blow that such 

colonialism delivered and continues to deliver to historically marginalized BIPOC and 

LGBTQ+ company members. Part of the challenge for me was how to approach 

Shakespeare, writing which is inherently colonial, and try to dismantle the destructive 

elements of that system while using the words that were born in that system. So much of 
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what I learned came from colonial scholarship that I was not sure if I had the tools to take 

on that question. This frightened me, but I tried to seek out other artists whose work has 

challenged white supremacy while preserving the beauty of the language. My way in was 

to let the voices of the actors be heard. I asked that they speak as they would in class or 

on the phone, and that where possible, they resist any sort of affect or change in delivery. 

I believed that to see the actors for who they were, I had to let them be as much 

themselves as they could.  

Phyllida Lloyd, Kenny Leon, Sean Mendes, and Nataki Garrett are among the 

many artists transforming the Shakespearean landscape and sowing seeds of decolonized 

interpretation, but future generations will have a lot more to do to work towards that 

ideal. This vital work is supported by audiences starving to see themselves represented on 

stage. They each have directed numerous productions which were color and gender 

conscious, shining a spotlight on some of Shakespeare’s most profound themes while 

acknowledging the reality of educational disparity, climate change, wealth disparity, 

health system injustice, redlining, and xenophobia, to name just a few social crises of our 

time.  Shakespeare, in his own time and context, questioned his society, and that process 

of questioning, discerning, and discovering inspires current directors who program and 

produce Shakespeare’s plays. While Shakespeare cannot be separated from his English 

ties, there is room in his work for expanding questions and challenging biases. to address 

race and gender inequity. Directors have a responsibility to break the rules to the extent 

that we challenge earlier established norms to reveal newer and more important questions 

about who we are as a society. Still, before conventions can be challenged, it is important 
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to understand their genesis and evolutionary history. Contemporary methodologies for 

directing and performing Shakespeare’s work must account for the artistic, psychological, 

and philosophical contributions of several Western thinkers who shape American theater 

to this day.  

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Western Milestones 

 When thinking of the great directors of Shakespeare in our very recent past, 

names like Peter Brook, Trevor Nunn, and Peter Sellars come to my mind as they 

dominated the Western theatre for half a century. Delve into the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, and run into Harley Granville-Barker, Adolphe Appia, Edward Gordon Craig–

–all theater giants of their day, European men who developed innovative techniques in 

staging, design, and textual interpretation. Critic-philosophers like Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, who loved Shakespeare’s work, and George Bernard Shaw, who claimed to 

hate it, wrote about Shakespeare prolifically. Audiences and companies alike, for over 

four centuries, marveled at Shakespeare’s singular wit and practiced “bardolatry”: his 

command of English is rare. Others cannot sit for an entire act before they feel the icy 

grip of boredom. Shaw famously wrote of Shakespeare’s characters that they “have no 

religion, no politics, no conscience, no hope, and no convictions of any sort” (Graham, 

2018). Other self-appointed “gods” of Shakespeare, like 18th century actor/producer 
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David Garrick, combated the widely held notion that Shakespeare was a base and 

barbarously low source of entertainment. Shakespeare remains the most debated, 

criticized, and produced playwright in history.  

Where there is such polarization, there is also the need to investigate. As theories 

and understanding of human nature evolve, many 21st century thinkers continue to test 

our societies against the relationships Shakespeare explored and, his themes are still 

applicable. Whether by thievery, adaptation, invention, or a combination of all three, 

Shakespeare gave the world an intellectual puzzle that we still have not put down. As 

new scholarship surrounding his own identity continues to emerge, new questions about 

his regard for gender, race, and morality are continuously explored.  

There have been centuries of arguments which have attempted to either 

intellectualize or realize Shakespeare’s plays, and each polarization is characterized by a 

fundamental lack of access to or acknowledgment of the inherent psycho-physical 

possibilities in his writing. My training in Shakespeare was rooted in traditions that were 

not possible seventy-five years ago without the advances in modern science and language 

to analyze the psychological elements of the work. That said, my training also came from 

a largely white, male-dominated world. In some ways, while I may have had more access 

to other resources in learning about Shakespeare, my training was nearer to Garrick’s 

than to some of the artists I am discovering now. The contributions of the white Western 

“greats” should not be undervalued; they significantly advanced and popularized 

Shakespeare. The survival of these plays is not important simply because of their 

brilliance, but because they contain some universal themes like war, economic disparity, 
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or love, among others. Shakespeare can still question the human condition and make us 

look at society critically. Why should society remain white-centered or cishetero? The 

narrative is not now, nor has it ever been singular. I can look at where I came from and 

take from these roots the power of their inquiry, dauntless risk taking, and innovation as I 

learn how to make a new Shakespeare which better represents the U.S. today.   

Stanislavski & Gordon Craig  

By the early 20th century, new analytical and performance language about 

Shakespeare was available to hungry audiences and companies. After several centuries of 

sleepy historical realism which began in and aligned with the politics of the Interregnum, 

audiences started to recognize that Shakespeare did not set his plays as though they were 

in ancient Rome or Medieval England. He set plays in the context of his own time and 

place with scenography, text, and choreography reflecting Elizabethan England rather 

than positing a guess at the future or trying to articulate the exact historicism of the 

characters and places in his plays. 20th century thinkers demanded that Shakespeare be 

brought into the gestural and political vernacular of a world grappling with a new scale of 

cross-cultural exchange. Suddenly, English audiences may have had access to North 

Africa, for example, and had a quite different idea about who Cleopatra might be or what 

she may have looked like. From this early 20th century vantage point, Meyerhold and 

Stanislavski would, in their separate ways, attempted to return to Shakespeare’s non-

historical roots bringing audience to a more richly imaginative contemporary staging 

which centered the experience of the actor. They recognized that their audiences may be 
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better travelled than those of the prior century, and that since historical accuracy was 

impossible, it was useless to try to persuade audiences of the accuracy.  

 Shakespearean performance mirrored a pattern forming in the emerging field of 

Psychology, as well. Psychology and theater of the early 1900s charted similar courses, 

both exploring the id and ego in relationship to the manifestations in the body. Leaving 

the 19th century moralistic view of psychology, artist-thinkers from all disciplines were 

free to question human behavior and try to develop an understanding of action and 

reaction through the lens of psyche. New emphasis on tactics, objectives, and 

circumstances started to drive character-centered direction as Stanislavski tested his 

imagination-rooted system on a few of Shakespeare’s plays, including Twelfth Night, 

The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, and Othello. Still, despite his inspirational productions, 

actor-directors like Michel Saint-Denis saw in Stanislavski “the potential to replay only 

the actor’s experience, leaving behind the entirety of the world we find ourselves walking 

about” (Saint-Denis & Baldwin, 2009).  

At the same time, an equally challenging vision of Shakespeare performance was 

being tested by director-designer Edward Gordon Craig. His focus was quite the opposite 

of Stanislavski’s in that he decentralized the importance of actors, thinking of them more 

as tools than as drivers of the story. He said, “The actor must no longer express himself, 

but something else; he must no longer imitate, but indicate” (Craig, 1999). In these two 

modalities, a common obsession with the role of the actor brought great acclaim to the 

company members of the time, but also created a schism in Shakespeare performance 

practice. An example of this fractured mega-success is the famous Moscow Art Theater 
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(1911) production of Hamlet. A collaboration between Edward Gordon Craig and 

Konstantin Stanislavski, the MAT Hamlet was one of the most heralded productions 

mounted that decade and remains a vital example of two titans working together to create 

a work they themselves did not fully understand. Craig came with broad, neutral, open-

ended environments built of screens, paper, and cloth. He wanted actors to disappear into 

the world of the play and adopt an inward-looking model of characterization. 

Stanislavski, in response to this methodology, said bewilderedly, “I suffer great confusion 

from the viewpoint of the acting in the production. The actors of the Art Theatre who had 

learned, to a certain extent, the methods of the new inner technique used them with some 

degree of success in the plays of our modern repertoire which were near to their own 

lives” (Stanislavski, 524). Despite the mystifying experience, Craig and Stanislavski gave 

us a glimpse of what would become the next evolution of Shakespeare scholarship and 

performance by grounding the life of the play in the interior life of the characters, paired 

with the extrinsic freedom of an open space.   

The Birth of Psychology and Brecht  

As psychology took hold, new waves of theater thinkers began to deconstruct 

Shakespeare and reassemble his plays in visually appealing, boldly minimalistic, and 

often political ways. Productions such as the Robert Atkins First Folio cycle (1920-1925) 

at the Old Vic and the Barry Jackson modern-dress production of Cymbeline (1923) tried 

to capture the spirit of the Craig-Stanislavski partnership from the decade before. 

Throughout the 1920s and ’30s, numerous productions suggested a divided body/mind 

approach to Shakespeare. Scenographers continued to navigate the metaphoric eddies in 
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the text while actors played the literal action on the page. This bifurcation was being 

challenged in psychology by Carl Jung, Michael Fordham, Alfred Wolfsohn––and later––

James Hillman who, among others, started to move away from Western models of 

Freudian therapy for an integrated recovery of psychopathology.   

The post-WWI era experimental psychology practices, which drew on more 

embodied and holistic Eastern philosophy such as meditation, chanting, breathing, and 

stretching, often employed theatrical exercise and practice. These psychologists were 

some of the early pioneers and unofficial pedagogues of many of Europe’s most 

influential theater traditions, and their work unfolded as directors like Erwin Piscator and 

Bertolt Brecht were challenging the theatrical form itself. Bertolt Brecht would, through 

his Epic Theater and “alienated” lens, wrestle with the disembodied and static 

performances of the 1920s and ’30s, including those of Shakespeare. He adapted Hamlet, 

Macbeth, King Lear, and Marlowe’s Edward II, all with varying degrees of irreverence––

not for how Shakespeare regarded Elizabethan England, but actively resisted 

Shakespeare's political context being superimposed on his own time. He was, true to 

form, a proponent of smashing the classical, pseudo-Aristotelian structure of Shakespeare 

and replacing it with a parody that cracked open the plays. His iconoclastic attempts often 

frustrated audiences, but such agitation would clear the way for a new way of looking at 

theater in much the same way as James Joyce did in literature or Picasso in visual art. 

Resisting pantheonic thinking and zeroing in on themes like adultery, lust, hatred, racism, 

and unchecked capitalism revealed what would be and still is the work of contemporary 

Shakespeare interpreters, to offer an alternative human narrative. Now, artists must 
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acknowledge that culture is the body— “the extension of soul in the world” as James 

Hillman would later say in his address at the Pacifica Institute in 1979. Artists would start 

to question their assumptions about race, gender, politics, and everything else that 

centered on the human experience.  

Brook  

 Peter Brook, famous for his prolific work as a director, believed that Shakespeare 

was contemporary and always adaptable to tell a new story. Brook said, “Shakespeare 

doesn't belong to the past. If his material is valid, it is valid now. It's like coal. The only 

meaningfulness of a piece of coal starts and finishes with its combustion, giving us light 

and heat. And that to me is Shakespeare.” He reframed Shakespeare productions with this 

idea exemplified in his groundbreaking staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1970), 

where he used the carnival trapeze, contemporary music, and white cubes to remove us 

from the literal faerie woods and offer directors new ways to think about space, time, and 

text that are metaphoric and transportable. For contemporary scholarship, the most 

important aspect of his work was the notion that beneath the text lies a parallel world of 

action. Brook agitates the psychic resonances in the text and lets the words and meter 

take care of the story. There is another story always running in Brook’s productions, one 

that usually shines a light on some greater social or political ethos.  

There are very few stage directions in Shakespeare’s works, and many scholars 

believe this is by design. Valentin Gellier, a longtime student of Brook’s work and 

professor of Shakespeare at Cambridge University, shared with me his belief that all the 

verbs in Shakespeare’s work have double meanings, and that if played carefully, the 
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audience can see two plays at the same time. This idea is an extension of Peter Brook’s 

layering technique about which he wrote in his 2014 collection of essays titled The 

Quality of Mercy: Reflections on Shakespeare. He wrote, “Shakespeare touches on every 

facet of human existence. In each and all his plays the low—the filth, the stench, the 

misery of common existence—interweaves with the fine, the pure, and the high” (Brook, 

pg. 64).   

As Peter Brook became fluent in the language beneath the words, he started to 

experiment in laboratory and production settings. One technique was to encourage the 

actors to abandon all personal objectives and only speak the words, which could be 

turned into actions. In this way he operationalized the text, finding the physical pathway 

through the work so that the company found where to land an idea in their body, perhaps 

in their shoulders, their back, or their groin, and so on. He then graduated from 

localization of verbs to placing all the other words that did not serve action such as 

nouns, adverbs, and other qualitative descriptors on a different set of movements, 

endowing the less intelligible language with new meaning. He married the two languages 

in the given circumstances, allowing the more literal resonance to land on the audience 

directly, while the metaphoric layer was sprinkled in to create secret messages which the 

audience could discover as the story unfolded. For the actors, this was a particularly 

successful way to unpack some of the more complex scenes. Brook reported, “…the actor 

saw more and more vividly how a single line of speech can have certain pegs of natural 

speech round which twist unspoken thoughts and feelings rendered apparent by words of 

another order” (Brook, pg. 122).   
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Whereas the idea of embodiment is more commonplace today, few of Brook’s 

contemporaries were exploring how the psyche manifested physically. Certainly, in the 

world of post-Jungian, archetypal psychology, there were some practitioners who looked 

at theater as an emotional recall exercise to articulate harsh realities, effectively re-

traumatizing actors by leading them through acting exercises that drew on personal 

experience rather than imagination. Others tried to explore characterizations solely by 

categorization, using "objective” information, such as setting, time, or given 

circumstances, which discounted the actors’ lived experience and begat color blindness 

and body shaming. In many cases, these two extremes introduced destructive habits that 

sensitive practitioners are still trying to extricate from the actor’s work, such as unguided 

Method digging, “working through pain,” and speaking text while ignoring the identity of 

the speaker. All that is left for the audience to see is an actor who is working very hard 

but says little. Brook’s scholarship and bold experimentation railed against hollow 

storytelling and the literalistic traps that bound Shakespeare in a very derivative 18th-

century form. While new problems in the work may have arisen, he opened up 

Shakespeare interpretation to questioning, and in so doing challenged the system that 

denied access to Shakespeare productions generations before.   

In my work, I wanted to be open to new ideas, and to allow questions to permeate 

the process. It was important for this production that we foregrounded the culture of the 

speaker/actor, which meant acknowledging the company fully. Neither the action on the 

page nor the language needed to be disturbed to explore new meaning and new 

resonances within. What I learned from Brook and what I would preserve of Shakespeare 



24 

 

is the need for today’s questions to be voiced by the actors we have, in the present, in full 

acknowledgement of who is doing the asking and who is doing the telling.   

LOVE’S LABORS: QUARRELS AND CRAVINGS—PRODUCTION   

Approach 

This review play, comprised of short snippets of eleven of Shakespeare’s plays, 

cannot be separated from this moment, right now. I wanted to suspend the audience’s 

need to question what period we were working in. I planned to stage the eleven texts 

included in this piece with actors sharing lines, handing off text to each other, and triple 

or quadruple casting so that many “flavors” of each character could be explored. With so 

many energetic changes to chart, it was important to me that we not ask audiences to 

follow unfamiliar elements like a set period, commercial fashion trends, or regionality. 

To allow the audience that ease, we had to acknowledge where and when we were in 

relation to the pandemic, to diversity, equity, and inclusion, and to a world starved for in-

person contact. We did not disturb Shakespeare's language or verse, but seeded 

innovative ideas with vocal gesture, tempo, rhythm, silence, and movement on the lines. 

Audiences should find recognizable “signposts” in the design and performance elements 

of the piece, and while this implies that visual clues will serve as a roadmap for the 

audience, there are opportunities to experiment with sound and line delivery to 
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communicate the story more clearly. I meant to color the elements of this piece with a 

contemporary voice which both honored and redefined the texts.  

I have always loved Shakespeare in review, and I found it exciting to think that I 

could piece together several scenes to investigate the theme of love. In a distressed world 

where people are separated by wealth disparity, class lines, political polarization, racial 

inequity, or the obvious human health crisis, it was nice to offer a reflection on a 

universal human need, something which connects us across deep divides. I wanted to 

address the need for compassion, empathy, and vulnerability through this production. 

While many of the relationships we tested were far from perfect, they were all connected 

by a human need to feel secure, respected, and loved.  

These ideas are not an abstraction and take shape in the language, gesture, and 

tone of the piece. I envisioned a body-centered approach to storytelling, where costumes, 

set, lights, and props do not overshadow the actors or compete for the audience’s 

attention. This meant that I want the identities of the actors to be seen and considered by 

the audience as these identities endow the text with additional meaning. We should glean 

from the identity of the speaker some of the meaning in the words they are speaking. 

Audiences assign meaning based on what they see anyway, so what if we were very 

intentional about what we meant for them to assign? What would it be like to see a man 

in drag embody Juliet or a woman to play the demanding Oberon? I did not want to hide 

gender but resist it when the text was at its most cis typical.  

Aesthetically, Love’s Labors: Quarrels and Cravings is not an Elizabethan period 

piece, a Roman, Greek, or Egyptian approximation, or an absurdist playground. Rather, I 



26 

 

see a place that serves as an abstract vessel for bodies navigating the text right now, in 

this moment. We could be at the beach, in a bedroom, at the edge of a camp, or in the 

woods at night. If the scenery did not compositionally lock us into a place, then we were 

free to be anywhere the actors could help us see. In this world, language reigns supreme. 

It is the principal duty of the actors to deliver the text clearly and believably, and much of 

my attention was committed to the verse, the ability to change and be changed by each 

other, and those threads which weave relationships together. The movement, somatically 

devised more than choreographed, should suggest that the world of the play and our 

world are remarkably similar, and that world of the play is a heightened reality. If, 

through ritual, we explored some human animal-like behaviors such as killing, stealing, 

or competing for a mate, we would establish conventions for how we enter into those 

moments. A shift of light, a particular sound cue, or transitional gesture could signal 

entry into the other world of the play. Once in that metaphoric world, where animal play 

informs the movement, there are counter movements which could be used to support or 

disrupt some scenes, and these moments underscore secondary resonances which the 

audience may not have perceived otherwise in the scene.  

The stakes are high for these characters, who are risking their hearts to be 

respected and loved. Some are kings and queens, some unlikely lovers, or teens, but all 

have their hearts as wagers in games of chance. The actors’ height, range of motion, 

build, and status were all considered in the blocking. I feared opening the production up 

to great criticism if audiences assigned unintended meaning because I was reckless with 

the casting or performance, so I was careful to be intentional with my choices and asked 
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the production team to scrutinize those choices throughout the process. It was never my 

intent to create drama or comedy based on body type or race, for example. It was a 

colossal challenge to reveal a character’s vulnerability without making a simultaneous 

commentary about the speaker. One place where this idea stands out is the point in 

Antony and Cleopatra when Cleopatra, who was first embodied by a Black actor, realizes 

that she might lose Antony. A messenger walks in, and Antony refuses to listen to the 

news. Angry and scared, Cleopatra says,  

 

      “Nay, hear them Antony.   

        Fulvia perchance is angry or  

        Who knows if the scarce bearded Caesar  

        Has sent his powerful mandate to you.”  

 

Here, Egypt’s queen worries that her lover’s wife or his boss will be calling for 

his return or compelling him to do something which would take him away. She does not 

want to lose him, and more than that, she cannot afford to be humiliated by him in front 

of her people. She says,  

 

      “I will seem the fool I am not,  

        and Antony will be himself.”  
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This scene is an example of how much we stand to lose in love, with our very 

dignity the wager. This scene is easily understood and speaks to Shakespeare's continued 

relevance and tragic recognition of enduring human behaviors.   

In another scene, we see Titania and Oberon haggle over her mortal ward. Aside 

from the obvious commentary about agency and mercantilism surrounding children in a 

tense adult relationship, there is a deeper fear being expressed here. Oberon does not 

want the boy but does this dance with Titania—partly for sport, partly as a test, partly as 

foreplay, and mostly to try to take some power in the relationship. He cannot bear to lose 

her, and sadly the only way he thinks he can keep her is to try to control her. They have 

played this jealous lover’s dance many times over millennia, afraid that each dance would 

be the last, that the music they dance to together would stop. These destructive patterns of 

codependency keep couples locked in violent power struggles and are often mistaken by 

outsiders as passionate or electric connections. What often exists, as in the case of 

Oberon and Titania, is a communication failure and an inability to separate because real, 

albeit wounded, love mingles with ambivalent attachment in their relationship.   

A challenge in my approach is how to show the audience these dynamics with 

only a snippet of the scene in play. It was critical to the stage pictures for me to be 

specific with gestures and blocking, so that the audience could read the internal conflicts 

as easily as those overtly portrayed.  I asked for tight isolations of light and space in 

which characters could reveal their innermost thoughts. Actors were asked to motivate 

direct address with the audience by considering when their character needed to retreat 

versus stand their ground. Hand-offs would not happen in moments when a character’s 
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core argument was being made. There were also moments when characters were entirely 

unaware of their circumstances and were segregated in awareness from their scene 

partner to protect the intimacy of the moment. Ophelia cannot see Hamlet working 

through his ruse, or she would know he might not mean all the things he said to her. 

Directing protective unawareness in a scene requires split focus. On one hand, the 

speaking actor must form a decisive plan for where and how their text will land. 

Meanwhile, the respondent is working through their own psychology such that we can 

see the effect of the speaker on them. The respondent does not always have to hear the 

words to be affected by them, and in this non-literal approach can punctuate the speaking 

actors' words by the respondent's receptivity to the ideas in the ether. Directing this effect 

required constant awareness of both worlds at play from the perspective of an audience 

member. The use of physical distance and separation, playable scene depth, and indirect 

conversation are some of the ways I encouraged quick delineation for the audience. By 

letting the audience into the secret lives of the characters, directors reveal some of the 

arguments in the author's writing.  

In the affair of Antony and Cleopatra or the centuries-long power struggle of 

Oberon and Titania, we see the bigger challenge that each of the characters in this piece 

must face. How do you love someone to the point that you cannot live without them, and 

yet allow them the freedom to stay or leave? If they choose you, how do you know it is 

real? If they don’t choose you, how will you go on? These questions permeate the play 

and must be conveyed in the stage picture at several points. Entrances and exits, and how 

they happen, reveal the inner life of the characters, and so I thought a great deal about 
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why people leave a room or burst into it when the stakes are high. I imagined a world 

where the story would take on new meaning as actors handed off lines to each other. At 

the moments when those hand-offs occur, there is the opportunity to reveal some tactical 

change for the characters. By having actors take up shared lines, tag each other in or out, 

and leave or enter in similar energetic spaces, I aim to guide the audience to some 

parallels in given circumstances while exploring differences through the lens that a new 

actor brings with them onstage.   

Excerpted texts (in script order):  

King Lear, Richard III, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Antony and Cleopatra, Troilus and 

Cressida, Coriolanus, Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Twelfth Night, Love’s Labours Lost, and 

Romeo and Juliet.  

 Scenic Design  

A body-centered approach was important in my thinking about scenic design. I 

am drawn to sets which emphasize movement, playful opportunities, and high-stakes 

locations where angularity demands actors' presence, and the stage picture is severe and 

forces the eye to a “power position.” In early consultations, the scenic designer Deb 

Sivigny and I talked about the interplay of light and shadow and their symbolic 

significance in our world. I felt that the set could be perceived as politically charged. In 

some of my early musings, I thought the set could be in conversation with the economy, 

climate change, and culture war. The shadowy minimalism and spare functionality lent 

themselves well to a contemporary political context. The set, like America’s ideology, 

acknowledged deep division, polarization, while resisting our national tendency towards 
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excess. I saw the set as another character, in relationship and movement with the actors, 

while the pieces themselves could be almost all stationary. With asymmetrical scenic 

elements, it was my intent to coax the actors into play and risk-taking because the 

playground itself offered relief for some of the larger power dynamics at play. Two short 

staircases, each with a door mounted on the back, flanked the outer edges of the usable 

stage, while several other blue-painted doors dotted the stage. Towards center stage was a 

long hollow box with handles, which served in numerous scenes as a variety of furniture 

pieces and once as a casket. Above the highest door were floating panels of fabric, each 

translucent and on a turquoise grayscale. The material itself was light enough to catch the 

wind, to be seen through, and to hang from the light grid without reinforcement.  When I 

saw an early sketch of a proscenium treatment that would reframe the space, I became 

extremely excited. I enjoyed the forced perspective and the “trouble” it creates in relation 

to the depth of the most upstage doors.   

Appia’s early work served as inspiration, especially in the verticality of his 

designs. Much like his mammoth Corinthian columns, layered staircases, and many high-

arched entrances, the relationship between the set and the actors directly impacts our 

perception of size of the characters and their message. The scale, light and shadow, and 

use of levels all change the way we consider status and power, so Deb offered the 

brilliant idea of playing with doors in a metaphoric way. Doors which do not swing or 

move but which both create and disrupt the scene, were used in tandem with floating 

ombré fabric panels. The gradient blue grays neutralized the temptation to play woods, or 

beach, or sunset too literally or as if in nature. Instead, Deb designed unframed, floating, 
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fabric panels, which captured the wind, the sky, the height of trees, the waves of the 

ocean, the flags of a great hall, and the stars under which lovers meet. The gradient color 

scheme, which manifests in the light as well, suggested that love is complicated—not 

black and white—but layered.   

With only a few free-standing doors, a couple of staircases and floating panels, 

the set was not overly decorative, though beautiful and evocative of the versatile vessels I 

hoped the actors would be, too. It was imaginative, uncrowded, and highly functional. 

The story could unfold freely and take shape scene by scene rather than in a static way. I 

was thrilled to see that despite only one moving piece, that the actors were not confined 

by form but freed to substitute pieces to mean things other than their usual assignment. A 

box could become a coffin, a bench, a bed, or a hole. A door attached to a staircase was 

used as a hill, treetop, pedestal, and hiding place. Deb understood this metaphoric world, 

and as a professional scenic designer, she was able to build a high stakes playground on a 

near nothing budget. With only a few consultations, we laid out a clear idea of what the 

set could be, and brilliant renderings soon followed. We had an easy exchange and spoke 

in shorthand often, which was a relief in an academic setting. Despite the ease of our 

communications, Deb challenged me to think about the elements of story, and with 

carefully crafted questions she led me to a clearer understanding of what it was I really 

wanted or had to have.  

Costume Design   

The costumes were designed to complement the actors’ skin tones more than 

anything else. I could not envision a world where we were color blind; that is not where 
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we are in in American theater. I also wanted to allow for as much movement as possible, 

and for it to be unrestricted by hems, belts, or sleeves. I asked that the clothes fit closely 

enough to allow the audience to notice musculature and bone structure, but not so close-

fitting that we are distracted by someone’s size or shape, particularly surrounding their 

genitals and breasts. In early consultation with the costume designer, Felicia Hecker, I 

asked that the actors appear to be in dance clothing that did not commit us to a particular 

period. Rather, it was important to me that the design favor the body type of the actor and 

did not ignore race or gender. I was also drawn to palettes which could occur in nature, 

and which would represent the most naturalistic colors in the piece. The result was a 

sliding scale of cream, beige, tan, cinnamon, gray, and brown garments of different cuts, 

lengths, and styles. Each piece was uniquely fit to the actor and served as their single 

costume throughout the play. By setting a single look, the costumes served as energetic 

clues about who the audience saw. This was especially important in this process, as 

recognizing the actors would be critical to understanding some of the hand-offs which 

linked characters to each other in different scenes. Anne from Richard III and Ophelia 

from Hamlet are in some ways linked, as are Titania and Cleopatra, Bottom and Aufidius, 

and Hamlet and Antony.  

Felicia was sensitive to gender and played with cuts and lines to ensure that the 

audience could follow the distinct garment instead of the gender of the speaker for a more 

energetic tracking of character. By being so specific with certain costume pieces, we 

were trying to offer some resistance to gender-typical choices. I did not want to see cis 

women in skirts or cis men wearing pants that drew attention to the crotch, for example. 
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There were some pieces which changed late in the game, such as shorts on one female-

identifying actor, which were replaced by a less form-fitting pair of pants. The depth of 

value in some of the fairest actors' costumes changed during tech, such that the total 

range of costume colors was darkened to avoid tokenization of the two Black actors who 

were the only actors featured in darker brown hues. While attempting to honor race and 

body type, we overlooked the possibility that trying to center other identities could easily 

become tokenizing if the design, even unintentionally, centered whiteness by setting up a 

“white and everyone else” context.  

As the rehearsal process progressed, we found moments when we could push 

back against the idea of gender “norms” and fell upon a couple of happy additions, as 

well. We added a drag role for an experienced drag performer in the company, who felt 

he could embody a bit of Cordelia at the beginning of the play and a bit of Juliet at the 

end. Early in rehearsal, I felt that Lear’s lines disowning his daughter were like phrases 

that LGBT friends shared with me about their own coming out stories. I voiced my desire 

to expose this type of behavior from parents, and one of the actors offered that he had 

lived that experience. After rehearsal the next day, the actor asked if he could elaborate 

on the experience, and we discussed what he thought about playing Cordelia to help us 

represent the many different types of children wounded by their parents, in this case an 

adult son who wanted to do drag.  Felicia, the actor, and I collaborated on the look we 

wanted, discussed drag culture, and worked our way through the scene, agreeing that we 

would start with a subtle suggestion, like female-typical jewelry. As the show progresses, 

the actor plays several other characters that negotiate their image of self. First, he played 
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Bottom, who is lost in the woods, which served as metaphor for a period of self-searching 

and reckoning. Later, in Coriolanus, the actor played Aufidius in a homoerotic sporting 

event. Here Aufidius wrestles with his masculinity and male-typical behavior before 

finally arriving at Juliet, a character that he played in full drag. The story was carefully 

incorporated into the play, allowing the actor to lay the groundwork for what was a fun 

and flattering look at a critical moment near the end of the play. Each costume element 

contributed to a highly functional, tasteful, and artful design, which helped me articulate 

and bring nuance to my vision of the contemporary context that I sought.   

Lighting Design  

The lighting design was the last element to be discussed, as the lighting designer, 

Merin Lemoine, was unavailable for the first few weeks of production. When we finally 

had our first one-on-one consultation, all other elements of the world were already taking 

significant shape. While this portion of the process was not how I had envisioned it, it 

was nice to support the set design and costume design in terms of color and shape. We 

already knew, by the second week of production, that there would be several isolations, 

that we would have a couple of moments that were more choreographic in nature, and we 

had an idea of the places where we would break the color scheme of the world. In early 

discussions, we talked about the need to stay away from the red and bright green palette. I 

believed that this world was mostly composed of cooler colors and environments, with 

amber being the brightest and warmest of the contrasts. I was pleasantly surprised to find 

that a few scenes were quite warm, and that my commitment to cool colors throughout 

might have been limiting an entire expressive range that was included in the show.  
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The lighting designer proposed that we think bloodier and more warlike for 

Coriolanus and that we allow some magic into the scene in A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. I was open to both suggestions, and since we were behind in the process, I knew 

the first time I would even see a sample was in tech. Without opportunities to meet, 

renderings to respond to, or consultation about color, specials, or isolations, I placed my 

trust in the Merin’s understanding of the world, the contract we were trying to establish 

with the audience, and the importance of keeping the world unfixed in time. To their 

credit, Merin did adjust their design ideas after receiving feedback, and the result was an 

incredibly happy compromise where the show appeared mostly cool but was warmed by 

some lighting moments that helped elevate and clarify the scenes. We had considerable 

limitations in which instruments we could use, so while we could not create many 

isolations or rig side lighting, there were artful moments which Merin was able to create 

using the Cyc and a few downlight positions that helped us define where we were and 

suggest time of day throughout. In terms of aesthetics and environment, we worked to try 

to avoid a sense of being in the same place from scene to scene, but still very much of 

this world and in a consistent, albeit nondescript, period.   

I also had conversations about choreographic lighting. I think that the tempo of 

the light changes and a vista shifts are a critical component in this method of directing. In 

tech, the lighting designer and I collaborated closely with the sound designer to sequence 

the lighting in such a way that the lighting told both individual and interconnected stories. 

While there is no clear through line in the action of the play, the lighting designer was 

able to track the story in the changes and got the sense that the worlds sometimes bleed 
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together and at other times snap to life or click into place with a fast bump queue after a 

few seconds of suspension. With its gentle crossfades and sharp cuts, the lighting became 

quite musical and connected me to the musicality of the scene changes in clear ways.  

Sound Design  

As a musician and vocalist, I am sensitive to sound and the way cues land on the 

ear. While I am not a trained sound designer, I knew that the soundscape would also 

articulate the metaphoric layer of the piece. Rather than finding Elizabethan musical 

approximations or engaging in historical research, I asked the sound designer, Benjamin 

Counts, to help me think through the meaning of the scenes and connect that meaning to 

what we hear. We found that many moments were made clearer by cinematic thinking, 

scoring entrances and exits with fully orchestrated, recognizable pieces. Cues within 

scenes were minimal and used only to punctuate moments of profound change or 

interruption. In general, we used very few environmental sounds. I felt, and Ben agreed, 

that too many sound effects within the scenes would take us out of the universality of the 

space and bring the energy into unintended stylized moments. If a phone rang, no matter 

what type of ring that phone had, it would mire us in a period. I was concerned that if we 

built too many sound cues, we would also start to fill the world with things other than 

people. As this piece was already dealing with so many variations in human expression, it 

would feel cluttered to suddenly hear an owl hoot, a phone ring, or even a knock on one 

of the doors. We talked at length about actor-generated sound as well and agreed that too 

many choral sounds would confuse the audience, who would already be trying to 

negotiate the energetic hand-offs.   
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Ultimately, the soundscape felt rich enough to signal when the scenes would 

change and yet tucked as underscore such that songs remained subtly present throughout 

some of the scenes, particularly those scenes which dealt with younger, more 

inexperienced lovers. Having beach sounds throughout Troilus and Cressida or pop music 

playing under Twelfth Night reminded me of my own teen years when many a youthful, 

romantic phone date was spent with my window open, with sounds from outside just loud 

enough in my room to be heard in, and light music playing in the background. The entire 

soundscape was designed to reflect the emotional state of the active speakers in each 

scene, which united the general voice of the piece environmentally.   

Dramaturgy  

From the earliest pre-production days, my many exchanges with the dramaturg, 

Jay Martinez were thrilling for me. Jay challenged me and helped me see sides of the 

story that I had not considered. While his research was considerable, our work together 

was at its best when we were both in rehearsal together. There were numerous times 

when notes from the dramaturg reshaped a scene or informed the way we considered 

power and status, as they related to gender and race.   

We were careful with certain lines, and in direct consultation with the dramaturg 

and via company agreement, we did change one word from Shakespeare’s original due to 

its potentially damaging racial context. In Coriolanus, the word “Afric” is used to mean 

someone of African descent, and to mean that one is being slick or underhanded. Because 

of the term’s racist associations, we decided to replace the word with a synonym that 

captured the same meaning and still scanned correctly. We replaced “Afric” with the 
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word “gambler,” knowing the change could spare a great deal of unnecessary pain for a 

word that could be very easily misunderstood considering today’s climate.   

Such consultations were not at all restricted to word choice, phrasing, or historical 

contextualization. I asked the dramaturg to engage with every part of the creation of the 

play from dramaturging the lights and sound to looking closely at body image, body 

mapping, context for intimacy, and simulated violence. We collaborated well, and the 

result was a thoughtful production supported by intentional choices and clear deliveries. 

Assistant Direction  

The Assistant Director, Sally Dean, and I had a kind and appreciative exchange 

that did not yield much fruit for me, overall. We were certainly respectful of each other, 

and her ideas and contributions were welcomed and valued, but she was extremely new 

to theater, and her observations reflected this. She had never been a part of a production 

team before, and while she is a brilliant creative writer, some of her notes about staging 

or line delivery were in direct conflict with mine, or flat-out wrong in terms of basic 

technique. We did have several meaningful conversations about race, gender, and identity 

politics, and she clearly described the possible risks she saw in moments like asking a 

black woman to speak Romeo’s lines or having a man take power from a woman. We 

slipped into a quick and comfortable pattern of my putting up the creative energy, and her 

taking notes on what she saw. We utilized her strong writing skills, and I asked her to 

watch for places where I might be off message or unconsciously undermining my own 

intent, which I thought she followed easily.  
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As the process drew nearer to tech, Sally found less and less to say, to the point 

that there were entire rehearsals where she did not come up with any notes. I checked in 

with her frequently and she, very kindly would say, “I am liking what I am seeing so far.” 

For the next few rehearsals, I challenged her to find something she would change if she 

were directing and asked her to take the reins on rehearsal one evening after designer run 

to play with a few moments of her choosing without me present. I felt myself tempted to 

start teaching or mentoring her rather than collaborating with her. I did not feel that I had 

a consistent creative partner in Sally, but really appreciated those moments when she had 

specific notes or questions because her questions revealed things that might not be clear 

to the audience. In a way, she provided me with alternate dramaturgy very much from the 

point of view of a less discerning audience member. Because she did not have facility 

with theater terminology, experience in directing or acting, and had not read much of 

Shakespeare, her infrequent questions did strike at the heart of what was unclear or 

unapparent from an audience point of view. It was difficult to help her understand what 

she needed to watch for, and while she read the story very well, there were moments 

where her lack of experience or education in theater were quite challenging to negotiate. I 

did not mind teaching her some theater fundamentals, but she needed more than my 

occasional mentorship, and this was frustrating when I was already trying to guide an 

undergraduate cast.    

While it had not been my plan to work with an assistant director originally, I must 

acknowledge Sally for her dedication and effort to support the production. My original 

resistance to an assistant director was because the role required a certain amount of 
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creative input to be included in the piece, and I felt accountable for the voice of the piece 

as this was my thesis project. I was asked to bring Sally in and to help her see what 

directing was like, but this request came from the production manager after it had already 

been settled that I would work with two dramaturgs. I did not feel that I could resist this 

assignment and was told that I did not get to choose the staff that worked on productions. 

This was hard for me. I did not get to interview any other assistant directors, had no input 

into who was selected, and got to meet her for one conversation prior to the start where 

she revealed her inexperience in theater and not much else. Sally did work very hard and 

helped me articulate my vision more clearly with her straightforward questions, but I 

prefer a more challenging collaboration and would not repeat the experience of working 

with a brand-new assistant director in the context of thesis work. 

Process, Performance, and Reflection 

  I began this rehearsal process by establishing some ground rules about physical 

intimacy and contact protocols, receiving and giving notes, actor agency, and my 

commitment to their health and safety. In our first rehearsal, we focused on team building 

exercises, table work, and play. Over the course of the next week, I watched a group of 

rather frozen young adults relax into each other’s company. When we started, I saw many 

protective barriers in place, and while it is not my work to disturb those barriers, it is my 

work to challenge actors to take down some of them so that they can hear, see, and feel 

each other in the work. We spent almost four entire rehearsals on table work, 

interpretation, sharing and analyzing the scenes and finding our community agreements 

about what we could and could not do.   
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Because the piece was short, I took time to work on specific text coaching, vocal 

placement work, somatic release work to try to free their instruments, and several 

exercises designed to disrupt the “mother goose” tendency in Shakespeare delivery which 

emphasizes end rhyme and meter over meaning. We uncovered many resonances in the 

text by employing exercises like “dropping in,” where actors may only speak what they 

hear of their lines as other actors feed them the lines. The purpose is to disrupt the 

ordinary patterns of delivery for the principal speakers. We worked with sticks, passing 

lines and cues back and forth to each other. We built physical obstacle courses, where 

actors had to navigate physical patterns which supported the inherent rhythm of the text 

and disabled any other superimposed attempt at rhyme scheme. We tried several 

pronunciation and interpretation games to soften articulators and make more pliant 

attempts at phrasing. Games like “soft tongue talk,” sometimes called “baby talk,” where 

an actor says all their lines with their tongue hanging over their teeth, can soften a tense 

jaw. “Chewing the text” can have the opposite effect and reactivate a locked jaw or 

clogged ears as an actor releases and closes their jaw on the lines, as if chewing a massive 

wad of gum. We played with painting the text, where actors could only speak in a manner 

which mirrored the length of their gesture. Imagine a mural in the air, being painted by 

actors with invisible brushes in their hands, as they speak their lines. On each line, they 

pass the brush over the canvas, and the gesture itself informs the words, and the words 

likewise inform the gesture.  Then, on the next line, everything changes, and the actor 

must find a new motivation or tactic, and with that a new gesture. Results varied widely 

among the exercises, as was to be expected. Many of the actors preferred the slower, 
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more calculated work, but some thrived in maneuvering through the text more quickly 

and finding strong beats during their delivery.   

We then talked about musicality in the vocal gesture. We worked through many 

tonal changes, tunings, tempi, rhythms, metric shifts, and verse readings, in our first 

weeks, as an attempt to free the actor to experiment vocally and be safe enough to throw 

a few different takes to the wall see what stuck. For the actors, it took a great deal of 

effort to give their attention to their scene partner with empathy and active breath. At the 

beginning, there was an overwhelming sense of fear about experimenting with the voice, 

but through patient stretching and carefully curated games, we were able to free up some 

room for vocal play.   

A lot of my work with this cast was dedicated to separating the actor’s stress from 

the performance. I noticed a lot of shoulder, neck, and jaw tension, which I assumed was 

due to coming back from the pandemic, and this stress, while relevant in the moment, 

restricted some the actors’ movements and voices. Cast members expressed concerns 

about not getting enough sleep, anxiety over scholastic commitments, and how we would 

manage certain intimate moments accounting for the Covid and mask wearing. The 

company was very much attuned to safety and an equitable process which was critical to 

our success but were likewise bound by their own social anxiety at being back to in-

person performance. We faced many difficult emotional hurdles which would occur 

naturally in a regular process but were heightened by our need to reacclimate ourselves to 

live theater.   
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As the company got used to being together and working in masks, we were able to 

do some textual experimentation. We played with delivery a lot, testing meanings, and 

turning phrases to strike contemporary resonances. One successful way into textual 

interpretation was to ask the actor to analyze what they were saying, rephrase the text to 

make the meaning clear in today’s vernacular and syntax, and then superimpose that 

speech pattern onto the lines while reestablishing the verse structure where possible. I 

like to work through lines by exploring alternative language, live and in the moment.  I 

have been successful when I can help the actors follow their gut impulses in the words 

and let them  feel their own resonance as they speak the truth in the text. Once the verse 

is restored and the lines are motivated by the visceral experience of the words in the 

body, the text is clearer, makes sense, and can hold the audience’s attention.   

We used the same piece of choreography at the play's beginning and end to frame 

the performance. Their bookended movements suggested that the actors were 

acknowledging their lived experience, the forces at work in the play, and their connection 

to the audience forming a context of trust and love in the community.  I tried to carve out 

a few minutes in each rehearsal to work with the choreography to build psychological 

gestures. Finding the cosmological size and order in the movement involved creating the 

scene as a constellation, a living, expanding ensemble gesture that forms a repeatable 

patterned language. To devise the choreography, we had to establish conventions for how 

to enter or leave a scene. It was useful to build the choreographic moments after we had 

set the boundaries of the literal scene. To figure out how the actors leave a space, much 

of the choreography evolved out of where they were headed in the next scene, the next 
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moment informed the moment before. It is important to note that this does not mean that 

we set a stage picture and then worked backwards to arrive at it; that idea implies far too 

much forethought. These scenes were devised by the spirit and feeling of the lines which 

motivated the handoffs, which ensured that entrances, exits, and movements could be 

motivated by objectives rather than imposed by direction. For example, if Hamlet takes 

the scene from Cassius, the manner of Cassius’s exit in his circumstances directly 

informs the way Hamlet takes up the energy and enters.   

As we neared designer run, I also started to ask the actors to think about the 

audience and their experience of the world. I offered that, now perhaps more than ever, 

audiences might need some help connecting to the world of the play. The physical 

distance of the performers from the audience created an unintended fishbowl effect, so 

my impulse was to try to break that barrier where possible with direct address, staging 

that involved the audience more fully, and using the proverbial “cone of silence,” 

intentional unawareness, to let the audience into a joke before the character’s full 

awareness.    

We employed all our tactics to test the elasticity of Shakespeare’s ideas and pose 

questions about the nature of love, and what lovers do to, for, and with each other. As the 

scenes started to take shape and one scene started to resonate with the next, the actors 

began to see more of an arc. Since there was no central story, and this piece is a 

collection of seemingly unrelated scenes, we had to etch meaning into the text. The 

company agreed that this review of Shakespeare’s loves carried a unifying message: 

"Hard won and harder to live without, love is not for any one person but for everyone.”  
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While this logline is not definitive or a singular reading of the piece, it is a way that the 

whole company could, as an inclusive community, think about the multiplicities of love. 

Once we had a unifying message, I started to weave that idea into the larger threads of the 

piece. Things took shape quickly with a solid frame in place.  

There was a crackling energy coursing through the cast; they wanted to perform. 

As a director, I was used to this overdrive, which was amplified by their not being on 

stage for nearly two years. Usually, as a show pulls into tech, I notice fatigue from the 

actors and an impatience to get into the run so they can get back to their lives outside of 

rehearsal. In this process, I was pleasantly surprised to find that the actors were hungry to 

work as we neared opening. They continued to make new discoveries and ask important 

questions. While they were ramping up their energy, I started to notice some of the holes 

in the finish of the piece. For one, I was noticing sound problems in the house. As I sat 

towards the back corners of the audience, I found that the sound was muffled and, while 

still audible, took a lot of attention to hear. This was an unintended consequence of 

distancing the seats from the action for Covid safety and creating a draped barrier in front 

of the first row. In effect, we created a sound cushion and I had no time to address it, as 

we opened the day after the barrier was set.   

I also was conscious of the non-Theater major actors who struggled to wrap their 

heads around some basic performance elements. Projection was among those skills which 

most eluded the cast, and this remained a problem in performance on a few lines. I 

assumed that once the actors got to work unmasked their sound would return, they would 

hear it come back, and would be enticed to further project. I don’t we ever got to that 
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point with some actors. While most audience members I spoke to reported that they could 

hear clearly and that they could understand the language, there were numerous lines that 

lost their impact and several which I had to piece together from context clues. I was 

disappointed in some of the vocal output, and did not realize how much the mask wearing 

of the last two years had diminished the actors’ ability to speak clearly. I was aware of 

this problem in rehearsal and would remind the actors to be “on your voice,” fully open 

to their vibration and resonance. But hearing the show, there was more I should have 

done to support the vocal health of several more inexperienced cast members.   

The voice health was not the only element that slipped under my director’s radar 

due to Covid. Near opening, we had to take a night off and cancelled a technical 

rehearsal, out of an abundance of caution. While I fully supported the decision to put 

safety ahead of product, we did lose time to fix several cues which were rough 

throughout the run. There was a light change between Richard III and A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream which never was sequenced correctly and abruptly landed us in Titania’s 

woods. This happened in an early technical rehearsal and I gave a note to both sound and 

lights to try to realign the cue, but I never got back to it and the cue remained abrupt and 

out of step throughout. Another cue just as Hamlet dissolves into Twelfth Night, the 

lights shifted so quickly that we lost the effect of a sunrise after a long night.   

There was also a scene that never quite landed for me. I tried to create a relaxed 

beach vibe for the Troilus and Cressida scene, and this did not work. In hindsight, I 

needed to place the ocean in the space so that the actors had some point of orientation. 

The abstract isolations I gave the actors worked for the hand offs of text but not for the 
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broader circumstances. Why did this scene have to be at the beach, and played this way? 

It could have been anywhere. I staged several “interruptions” where actors would pepper 

the scene with vignettes which explored group dates, snarky onlookers, and an immature 

brawl over a shared love interest. While this approach could have worked, I know some 

audience members were confused by these vignettes because I did not take enough time 

to build the context of each moment, and there was too much going on at once. If I were 

to stage that scene again, I would try to build the ensemble moments from the top of the 

scene and do something more imagistic with them. They could have helped me set the 

tone of the scene and helped us land more fully into the environment had I utilized them 

as I did in other scenes. I fell into the literalistic trap of trying to give the audience a 

quick peek at different teen lovers, where I could have choreographed something which 

slowly evolved, perhaps staged in silhouette, to reveal the metaphor about the scene 

happening before us. Instead, I pulled focus away from the speaking actors, and while 

those pulls were quick, they were distracting. I went for showing what else the scene 

could be rather than supporting what the scene was, and the result was unclear and too 

abstract for the audience to follow.   

As I reflect on the staging, we effectively communicated some of the aspects of 

love, but I was struck by the resistance I met from some actors regarding tenderness and 

intimacy. I was committed to staging this play with minimal physical intimacy, since the 

actors had not been in social––let alone physical––contact for some time. I also wanted to 

be prepared to pivot to an online presentation format that was not touch dependent.   
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I believed that the love between some of these characters would be evident in the 

language, but as we unpacked the text and got into rehearsal, this was not the case. 

Several of the actors were trapped in the arguments in their scenes and missed the love 

entirely. I went back to the text with them, multiple times, but anger kept winning out 

over the love in Antony and Cleopatra and the first part of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

I felt like the actors in these scenes could not distinguish play from actual slap no matter 

how many ways we took the scene apart. My theory is that anger was a safer choice for 

some of the cast to play because some of the more intimate moments struck a personal 

nerve they were not willing to deal with. This is not their fault, but is a symptom of their 

age combined with the collective trauma we have all faced in the pandemic. We got 

through some of these emotional acting blocks, but others remained and I let them be. I 

felt that, while I had more to give in this area, I could not ask the company to go with me 

in exploring this problem at this time. I chose to be more permissive and open to what 

they could give. If I had a chance to do this type of work again, I would lean into the 

intimacy rather than pull protectively away from it. I think that exploring intimacy 

through group dynamics rather than single narratives offers the audience much more by 

way of self-identification and trust in the work   

  Despite challenges in rehearsal due to the pandemic, some of the actors’ difficulty 

with the material, and the looming pressure of audiences’ expectations as we returned to 

in person theater, I think the play was a successful experiment in ensemble Shakespeare. I 

learned a great deal about identity, culture, race, and gender considerations, and of course 
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Shakespeare analysis and interpretation. My aesthetic sense was also stretched to think 

about image as something more political and potentially more powerful than any words.   

I would repeat the experience of working with an ensemble to share the lines of 

multiple plays or scenes. With some distance from the pandemic, I will take up this work 

again with a company and expand the idea of image and text running parallel to one 

another while tracking multiple resonances. I received positive feedback about this mode 

of storytelling and wonder how this structure might serve work which is more literal, 

realistic, or circumstance driven. What is the limit of our ability to make substitutions and 

stretch the audiences understanding of identity? I want to build on this question, but I am 

proud of the work I did on Love’s Labors: Quarrels and Cravings. I am pleased with the 

outcome, and am encouraged to keep working on Shakespeare in this metaphoric space to 

see where else this may lead me.  

In performance, I saw the company come alive with the spirit of the transitions 

and adopt the language clearly and openly. I felt that our work on the text and our deep 

analyses both of scansion and action paid off. While they were still restrained in their 

range of motion, it was clear that they took some risks with each other. In hindsight, I 

would have spent more time disarming the tensions in their bodies and focused some 

additional rehearsal time on playing with the audience. These two areas would have 

enriched and clarified a complex system of exchanges and hand-offs. I did feel that we 

built a loving community, and that the company was open to transformation. I saw actors 

fall in love with the language, some who hated Shakespeare when we started, and I saw 

audiences resonate with some of the bits we worked out. In all, I was pleased with the 
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work and overjoyed that the experimental approach to this piece could be executed with 

students in a safe and effective way. I would continue this devised/laboratory approach to 

Shakespeare directing and would be interested in trying this method out on a single play 

with another diverse company of actors with whom I could further stretch the way 

audiences deal with gender, race, and other societal questions that we did not explore this 

time.   
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