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Introduction

On Play and Plays
—L>

Maurice J. O’Sullivan and Stuart E. Omans

Maurice O’Sullivan is Kenneth Curry Professor of English at Rollins College and
a cofounder of the Drey Shakespeare Institutes.

Stuart Omans is a professor at the University of Central Florida and

codirector of the Drey Shakespeare Ir He was a_founding director of the
Orlando Shakespeare Festival.
— %

IN 1997 CHARLOTTE GEYER AND DONNA MILLER of the Central
Florida Branch of the English-Speaking Union talked with us about
developing a summer program for teachers. After decades of provid-
ing scholarships that allowed Florida teachers to study in the United
Kingdom and brought British teachers to Central Florida, the ESU
wanted to use a generous bequest from Jessie and Eugene Drey to
expand its support of education.

As a result of these discussions, we developed the English-
Speaking Union Drey Summer Shakespeare Institute at Rollins
College, a series of annual two-week, multidisciplinary workshops
focusing on teaching Shakespeare through performance and based on
our idea that at the heart of the plays lies the idea of play. Most con-
temporary American high school students look on studying Romeo and
Juliet, Fulius Caesar, or A Midsummer Night's Dream as work. The plays’
language, conventions, and complexity seem like the products of an
alien, archaic, frustrating parallel universe. But offered a chance to
interpret and perform scenes from those plays, these same students
realize that they are engaged in a playfulness of extraordinary impor-
tance and come to understand the power of play to change lives.

The English and social science teachers we knew had a wonder-
ful understanding of the plays as texts but few had extensive experi-
ence with theater. Our goal became to establish a series of dialogues
between teachers and theater professionals and to turn teachers back



into students who would perform scenes from the plays. During the
two weeks of each Drey Institute, teachers experience the same terrors
and exhilaration, frustrations and victories as their own students do in
convincing an audience to suspend its disbelief and imagine itself in
Caesar’s Senate, Juliet’s bedroom, or Puck’s woods. To explore the
full potential of those scenes, we have the teachers interact with a wide
range of experts—actors, directors, costumers, set designers, artists,
musicians, and even a certified fight choreographer.

As the program evolved, our alumni recommended colleagues
who brought to the institutes their energy and creativity. What they
asked from us was information and direction, ideas and resources.
Our consultants developed workshops to provide historical contexts
and to allow teachers to experience the challenge of embodying a
character, choreographing a duel, and building an ensemble. The per-
formance-based pedagogy that participants have adopted for their class-
rooms has touched thousands of students and resulted in an explosion
of theatrical productions, Renaissance fairs, student acting, and cross-
disciplinary teaching. As teachers have brought back to us new ideas
from their classroom experience, we have added them to the institutes.
This constant reciprocity has kept the programs fresh and vital.

Shakespeare Plays the Classroom is an attempt to distill some of that
experience by bringing practical, pedagogical, and historical informa-
tion together with personal accounts. Our ultimate goal is to help
teachers understand the many ways to make classical theater immedi-
ate and compelling for their students. To that end we have gathered
essays from internationally known actors and scholars, from theater
professionals who have worked with the English-Speaking Union
Drey Institutes, and from teachers who have integrated these ideas
into their classrooms.

These essays blend practical advice with personal stories to show
how the ideas and techniques discussed here demonstrate the ways
they have transformed the classroom experience for both teachers and
students. A unique dimension of the book comes from the contribut-
ing professional artists who ordinarily restrict their insights to the pri-
vate confines of a rehearsal space or behind-the-scenes technical work-
ing spaces. By offering an opportunity to eavesdrop on the backstage
thoughts of a Royal Shakespeare Company actor, a Broadway actor,
and one of England’s most highly regarded designers and costumers,
this collection can share with a far wider audience some of the experi-
ences the Drey programs have made possible.

We have organized the essays into five sections or acts, all of
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Shakespeare Plays the Classroom. g

—Maurice O’Sullivan, Rollins College
—Stuart E. Omans, University of Central Florida

which emphasize the importance of play. The first, Playing with

Shakespeare, introduces some of the preliminary issues of transforming

students into performers. For the second section, Playing with Language

and Character, a distinguished group of actors discuss ways of helping

modern students speak and feel the language of the Renaissance. The

ird section, Playing with Productions, focuses on such technical aspects
f)}}n;i(fduc?ion asymisic, costume, and du'els. The fourth one, }"Iaymg
with Texts, explores ways of editing and reimagining t}.m texts. Finally,
Playing with Challenges discusses the cbaﬂenges of teach{ng Shakespeare
in the complex, diverse cultural environment that Florida has become.
To extend the ideas Shakespeare Plays the Classroom explores, we
have created a complementary web site, www.sha.kespea_repla}fsthe-
classroom.com. It includes lists of educational programs z’ivaxlable
through Florida theaters, adapted versions of Shakespeare’s plays,
exercises created by Florida teachers, an annotated filmography, and
announcements of additional programs.

Foreword

Play’s the Thing
e,

John F. Andrews

John Andrews, a former editor of the Shakespeare Quarterly, founder and CEO of the
Shak Guild, and Executive Director of the Washington, D.C. Branch of the
Englis/z-Sj;mking Union, has worked with all the major Shakespeareans fmd presides each
year over the international gathering that has presented the Sir John Gielgud {4ward to
such distinguished figures as Sir Ian McKellen, Dame Fudith Densch, and Sir Derek
Jacobi. Here he recalls his experiences with the legendary Jonathan Miller as he went
about the task of producing Shakespeare for the BBC.

0y

WHEN STUART OMANS AND MAURICE O’SULLIVAN told me about
Shakespeare Flays the Classroom, and invited me to contribut§ a foreword7 to
the volume, I immediately thought back to earlier occasions when I've
had the good fortune to take part in, or provide a consultant’s perspec-
tive on, their artistic and educational endeavors. I've always been
impressed by how imaginative, well planned, and edifying they are, and
I've invariably found them stimulating.

Several of the programs Stu supervised in the late 1980s and early
1990s were made possible by grants from the National Endowmen_t for
the Humanities. This was an agency with which I'd been assoaate'd
both as a project director and as a division administrat?r,' a.nd I knew it
as one that sought to invest its resources in exemplary initiatives whose
benefits could be extended to multiple settings. Stu’s programs have
always met that criterion, and many of them have dr_awn supplen_lental
funding from the Orlando Shakespeare Festival, which he established,
and from the University of Central Florida, whose English department
he’d headed prior to his bold decision to take on new challenges as a
theater producer.

As a former editor of The Shakespeare Quarterly, I have also been
aware of Socky O’Sullivan’s books, especially his award—winnix}g works
on popular culture and his Shakespeare’s Other Lives. .With extensive expe-
rience in organizing workshops and programs w1th. teachcr§ and as a
teaching consultant and department and division chair at Rollins, Socky






