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Abstract 
 
 

Paratheatrical Shakespeare: Audience Engagement, Universality, and the Shakespeare 
Industry in the United States 

 
 

This dissertation investigates the ways in which Shakespeare theatres in the 

United States structure and execute engagement initiatives and how these initiatives serve 

to support the Shakespeare industry at large. While mainstage productions of 

Shakespeare’s work and the artists connected to them receive a great deal of marketing, 

media, and academic attention, my focus is how the work of theatre administrators 

sustains the Shakespeare industry and affects conceptions of the playwright and his worth 

within the United States. The theatres included in this project (The Public Theater, 

Oregon Shakespeare Festival, Chicago Shakespeare Theatre, Shakespeare Theatre 

Company, and American Shakespeare Center) represent a snapshot of Shakespeare 

institutions within the United States and my analysis is based off of in-person interviews 

with staff from each theatre. I have chosen these five theatres because they vary in age, 

region, size, and budget yet feature similar programs focused on community, audience, 

educational, and digital engagement. Building off of work in audience studies, 

Shakespeare studies, performance studies, theatre history, critical race theory, digital 

humanities, and disability studies, this project considers the ways theatre engagement 

programming has affected and contributed to perceptions of Shakespeare as a cultural 

figure.  

Across four chapters, I explore how staff at each theatre use community, 

paratheatrical, educational, and digital programming to make the case for Shakespeare’s 

continued relevance and value through universalizing language and how that impulse is at 
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odds with stated institutional missions. Chapter one explores the history of each theatre 

and the way staff utilize Shakespeare to engage with local and regional communities. 

This community engagement provides the baseline for the other engagement efforts I 

chart throughout the dissertation. Chapter two analyzes in-person paratheatrical 

programming, investigating how each theatre uses a combination of engagement 

initiatives to expand the outer frame of performance in order to promote Shakespeare as a 

desirable commodity to audiences. Chapter three provides a brief history of 

Shakespeare’s role in education in the United States with an eye on betterment narratives. 

I connect these narratives to the way educational programming has centered Shakespeare 

in order to attract school partnerships as well as private and governmental grants. The 

fourth chapter turns to the digital sphere, excavating how digital engagement tactics 

attempt and fail to make Shakespeare accessible, ultimately reinforcing exclusionary 

practices and structures. Each chapter shows a tension between staff desire to expand 

approaches to Shakespeare and constrictive institutional structures.    

Staff at each theatre do this engagement work with good intentions, hoping to 

provide meaningful experiences for students, audience members, and community 

members. However, each institution operates within supremacist structures, resulting in 

the majority of theatre engagement serving to reinforce current power imbalances, 

perpetuating harmful narratives of betterment through Shakespeare. Despite institutional 

missions stating values connected to community, diversity, and access, these programs in 

effect serve to increase the institution’s financial bottom line through revenue, donations, 

and grants and through further mythologizing Shakespeare’s universality, rather than to 

foster meaningful relationships between the theatre and audiences. I end this project then 
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with a look forward, taking stock of the events of 2020, offering actionable steps theatre 

leadership and staff can take in order to rebuild a more equitable industry and to decenter 

Shakespeare in favor of the audience.  
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Introduction: “The stages of our story:” US Shakespeare Institutions and the 

Problem of Universality 

Shakespeare has remained a constant force in the theatre industry in the United 

States throughout the past two centuries. His plays are produced in schools and 

universities, in parks and parking lots, and in community, regional, Off-Broadway, and 

Broadway houses. Shakespeare-focused theatres, particularly The Public and Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival, have helped shape the trajectory of theatre in the US over the past 

century, altering casting norms and tying Shakespeare into tourism industries, to create a 

vision of Shakespeare’s continued relevance. Joe Papp, founder of The Public Theater, 

framed this vision in terms of enrichment and education: 

“I fell in love with this man and his work very early on, it opened up whole 

education areas for me. I began to think about my life in larger terms. To me, he’s 

the symbol of everything that’s great on stage- a marvelous, nourishing greatness. 

Everything else seems a diet of thin gruel: actors and audiences can’t grow on 

that, they’ll be undernourished.”1  

Papp’s vision of Shakespeare as a universal figure, who is always relevant and necessary 

for everyone and whose work enriches the minds and souls of audiences, is a familiar one 

promoted by school curriculum and theatre programming. If Shakespeare is somehow 

good for those who encounter his work, then institutions that teach and produce his plays 

must therefore be necessary as well. This concept stems from the long-standing belief 

that the arts and the supposed catharsis associated with them are inherently good. 

 
1 Kenneth Turan and Joe Papp. Free For All: Joe Papp, The Public, and the Greatest Theater Story Ever Told. (New 
York: Anchor, 2010). 61. 
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However, as Belfiore and Bennett argue, “accepted notions of the impacts of the arts on 

individuals and society are, in fact, based on dubious principles and beliefs, a number of 

which, indeed, might be termed Eurocentric.”2  

  Shakespeare’s place in the United States has been built both through systems and 

happenstance. The playwright became part of the curriculum through colonial betterment 

initiatives, programs designed and implemented for the express purpose of erasing other 

cultural norms in order to promote a white, European identity. As Viswanathan argues, 

the growth of English as a field of study is the result of “the imperial mission of 

educating and civilizing colonial subjects in the literature and thought of England, a 

mission that in the long run serves to strengthen Western cultural hegemony in complex 

ways.”3 Current US curriculum maintains the need for theatres to produce Shakespeare on 

stage and to use his work in programming.4 As the cultural idea of Shakespeare’s 

relevance is continually supported, that perceived relevance then adds value to the need 

for schools to teach his work, for theatres to produce his plays, and for granting bodies to 

fund projects which promote him as universal. Yet, as I’ll argue throughout this project, 

the majority of programming at Shakespeare theatres comes about through happenstance, 

as overworked and underpaid staff use existing frameworks to attempt to keep 

Shakespeare new and relevant for emerging audiences and generations, as staff rarely 

have enough institutional power to exert meaningful change in how the theatre uses and 

promotes Shakespeare. 

 
2 Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett. The Social Impact of the Arts: An Intellectual History. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008). 31. 
3 Gauri Viswanathan. Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989). 2.  
4 For more on betterment initiatives, see Belfiore and Bennett’s The Social Impact of the Arts: An Intellectual History, Viswanathan’s 

Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India, Demeter’s Civil Rights Shakespeares: Race, Education, and Nation in 
Postwar America, Sayet’s “Why Native Theater is Embracing Shakespeare,” and Albanese’s Extramural Shakespeare. 
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This dissertation challenges the concept of Shakespeare’s universality and 

questions why theatres continue to promote this version of Shakespeare and how staff go 

about doing so to audiences. Ultimately, I argue that despite stated missions of bringing 

the arts to the public, Shakespeare institutions’ primary goal is to prove the continued 

need for the playwright to audiences, students, and granting institutions, including the 

government. In order to fulfill this mission, institutional staff promote the myth of 

Shakespeare’s universality, leaning into colonial frameworks of betterment and education 

to present Shakespeare’s work as necessary and ultimately good for students and 

audiences. This work happens cross-departmentally within institutions, but the main crux 

of this work primarily happens offstage, through engagement programming. This 

programming falls under four main categories, which serve as the focus of each chapter 

in this dissertation: community engagement, paratheatrical programming, educational 

programming, and digital engagement. While staff often do not undertake this work with 

intentions to continue these frameworks, hoping instead to engage students, community 

members, and audiences and to form deeper bonds between them and the institution, each 

program is subject to capitalist frameworks within the nonprofit theatre industry and to 

the often violent histories connected with the promotion of Shakespeare within the United 

States. 

  

Method 

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this project, I draw from theorists in 

audience studies, performance studies, Shakespeare studies, critical race studies, and 

digital humanities in addition to work written by and for theatre administrators. Each 
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field provides incisive insight into how Shakespeare has morphed from a playwright into 

a cultural force and how this force is maintained through media, education, audience 

engagement, and through histories of colonialism, racism, and suppression. 

The field of Shakespearean audience studies has grown through the past few 

decades, informed by performance and media studies. This work has primarily focused 

on discerning two things: what constitutes theatre and spectatorship and how audiences 

relate to and receive that theatre. This necessary focus on the boundaries of spectatorship 

has resulted in a lack of interrogation of how institution’s frame those experiences. The 

work of scholars such as Wilmar Sauter, Ayanna Thompson, Helen Freshwater, Susan 

Bennett, Kirsty Sedgman, Stephen Purcell, Bridget Escolme, Penelope Woods, P.A. 

Skantze, Ric Knowles, Pascale Aebischer, Erin Sullivan, and Peter Kirwan has helped 

shape approaches to modern theatre audience studies and my methodology grows out of 

their existing frameworks.5 While this dissertation is focused on modern Shakespeare 

institutions, scholars working on historical audiences have informed my approach to 

Shakespeare in performance, particularly Sarah Werner, Jeremy Lopez, Christie Carson, 

Farah Karim-Cooper, Matthew Steggle, Tiffany Stern, and W.B. Worthen.6 In addition, 

work by Samuel Yates, Sawyer Kemp, and Ryan Haddad regarding questions of access 

 
5 See Sauter’s The Theatrical Event: Dynamics of Performance and Perception. Thompson’s Passing Strange: Shakespeare, Race, 
and Contemporary America, Freshwater’s Theatre & Audience, Bennett’s Theatre Audiences, Sedgman’s The Reasonable Audience, 
Purcell’s Shakespeare and the Audience in Practice, Escolme’s “Shakespeare, and the Contemporary: Psychology, Culture, and 
Audience in Othello Production” in The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Performance, Woods’s “Skilful Spectatorship? Doing 
(or Being) Audience at Shakespeare's Globe Theatre,” Skantze’s Itinerant Spectator/Itinerant Spectacle, Knowles’s Reading the 
Material Theatre, Aebischer and Prince’s Performing Early Modern Drama Today, Sullivan and Prescott’s Shakespeare on the Global 
Stage: Performance and Festivity in the Olympic Year, Carson and Kirwan’s Shakespeare and the Digital World: Redefining 
Scholarship and Practice.  
6 See Werner’s “Audiences” in Shakespeare and the Making of Theatre, Lopez’s Theatrical Convention and Audience Response in 
Early Modern Drama, Karim-Cooper and Stern’s  Shakespeare's Theatres and the Effects of Performance, Steggle’s Laughing and 
Weeping in Early Modern Theatres, and Worthen’s Shakespeare Performance Studies. 
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within theatrical spaces similarly informs how I approach accessibility and its relation to 

the project of Shakespeare’s universality.7 

The urge to interrogate how audiences experience theatre has led scholars to study 

and theorize the relationship between performance and reception. For this project, I begin 

with Wilmar Sauter’s conceptualization of the theatrical event: “The theatrical event 

always takes place at a certain place, at a certain time, and in a certain context. The 

theatrical event also presupposes two partners: those who make a presentation and those 

who perceive it. Such commonplace statements are applicable to every performance, past 

and present.”8 This vision of the theatre also relies on the sensory experiences of 

audiences that lead to pleasure, which Sauter insists are essential to theatre.9 Sauter’s 

focus on explicating audience reception after the theatrical event ultimately led to the 

creation of his Theatre Talks program, which invited small groups of audience members 

to discuss their responses to a production post-show with the assistance of a group leader, 

a program which has impacted the way scholars and practitioners formulate engagement 

events.  

 Similar to Sauter, Susan Bennett analyzes audience reception and the place of the 

spectator by first theorizing the structure of a theatrical event. For Bennett, this structure 

emerges as the inner and outer frame, the former representing the performance itself and 

latter  representing the “cultural construct” of theatre.10 The inner frame contains the 

performance and the audience’s experience during performance, as well as “production 

 
7 For more on accessibility and theatre, see Kemp’s The Politics of Accessibility in Contemporary Shakespeare Theatres, Yates’s 
Cripping Broadway: Neoliberal Performances of Disability in the American Musical, and Haddad’s “The Disability Scorecard: Are 
You Doing a Panel, or Actually Doing Something?”  
8 Wilmar Sauter. The Theatrical Event: Dynamics of Performance and Perception (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2000). 30. 
9 Sauter 35. 
10 Susan Bennett. Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception, second edition. (New York: Routledge, 1997). 1. 
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strategies, ideological overcoding, and the material conditions of performance.”11 The 

outer frame, then, contains the “selection of material for production, and the audience’s 

definitions and expectations of a performance.”12 As Bennett argues, the experience of 

the theatrical event results from the intersection of these two frames. Bennett does not 

explicitly include engagement programming within these frames or her formulation of an 

audience’s experience and I contend that the outer frame can expand to include 

engagement programming, particularly because the majority of programming serves to 

help audiences conceptualize what occurs within the inner frame.   

  This project is invested in bringing to light the labor of theatre administrators and 

how that labor leads audiences to make meaning outside of the inner frame of the 

Shakespearean theatrical event. While audience and performance studies scholars often 

engage with artists, particularly where it concerns case studies, in order to conceptualize 

the relationship between art, theatrical labor, and reception, the field has largely 

overlooked the role of the arts administrator, due in part to the perceived disconnect 

between academics and practitioners and administrators. While two of the three groups 

may talk to each other, it is rare that all three are included in the conversation regarding 

audience reception.  

In her 2009 book, Theatre & Audience, Helen Freshwater argues that “a residual 

distrust of the mass and a lack of respect for the intellectual and interpretive capacities of 

‘ordinary’ theatre-goers might explain why scholars continue to cite the opinions and 

reactions of published reviewers rather than asking audience members what they think.”13 

 
11 Bennett 2. 
12 Bennett 2. 
13 Helen Freshwater. Theatre & Audience (New York: Springer, 2009). 37. 
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While Freshwater is referring to the ways in which audience members are often glossed 

over, I find this sentiment useful for discussing how scholars currently approach audience 

engagement practices. There is sense in current audience work that administrators are 

somehow out of the sphere of reception, though, as I will argue throughout this project, 

their labor is ultimately what promotes and maintains not only the theatrical event, but 

also the value and need for Shakespeare in the United States. In order to begin building a 

broader understanding of how theatre administration intersects with Shakespeare and 

audience reception, this project utilizes work written by and for those working in theatre 

and cultural industries. This project utilizes work by Joanne Scheff Bernstein on 

marketing and work by Nina Simon and Donna-Walker Kuhne on audience and 

community engagement to explore how theatres currently present Shakespeare to 

audiences, students, and community members and how that engagement is the underlying 

force of the Shakespeare industry in the United States.14 

The scholarship of academics working at the intersections of Shakespeare studies, 

critical race studies, and performance has been indispensable to my methodological 

framework as it provides essential critiques of how and why Shakespeare currently 

operates in the United States and offers ways forward. Ayanna Thompson’s work on 

Shakespeare, race, and performance in the United States provides the base for this 

project. Thompson’s work offers nuanced histories of how performance practices and the 

nonprofit theatre industry collide with racist systems within the United States to create 

the modern picture of Shakespeare both on stage and off.15 My research regarding 

 
14 See Bernstein’s Standing Room Only, Simon’s The Participatory Museum, and Walker-Kuhne’s Invitation to the Party: Building 
Bridges to the Arts, Culture and Community. 
15 See Thompson’s Colorblind Shakespeare: New Perspectives on Race and Performance, “(How) Should We Listen to Audience? 
Race, Reception, and the Audience Survey” in The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Performance, Passing Strange: 
Shakespeare, Race, and Contemporary America, and Teaching Shakespeare with Purpose: A Student-Centred Approach. 
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Shakespeare, education, and theatre history is indebted to and builds off of Gauri 

Viswanathan, Jason M. Demeter, Madeline Sayet, and Denise Albanese’s research on the 

history of Shakespeare and the racist and colonial uses of his work within educational 

settings.16 These histories actively helped form the way modern education departments at 

theatres, particularly Shakespeare theatres, operate and partner with local schools and 

universities. The work of André Brock Jr. and Safiya Umoja Noble provides an essential 

critical framework for understanding how race and power function in digital spaces and 

in order to properly discuss Shakespeare’s role in digital engagement, I connect their 

frameworks to work on digital Shakespeare by Geoffrey Way, Stephen O’ Neil, Yong Li 

Lan, Kate Rumbold, Ayanna Thompson, Valerie Fazel, Louise Geddes, and Christy 

Desmet.17 

 

Archive 

While Shakespeare remains a dominant cultural force globally due to the effects 

of British imperialism, I have chosen to look specifically at Shakespeare-centered 

institutions within the United States.18 I have stayed within the United States for a few 

reasons. First, to avoid discussing multiple national cultures of theatre going. Even within 

 
16For more on Shakespeare in education, see Viswanathan’s Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India, Demeter’s 
Civil Rights Shakespeares: Race, Education, and Nation in Postwar America, Sayet’s “Why Native Theater is Embracing 
Shakespeare,” Albanese’s Extramural Shakespeare, and Vaughan and Vaughan’s Shakespeare in America. 
17 See Brock Jr.’s Distributed Blackness and Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression, as well as Way’s Digital Shakespeares and the 
Performance of Relevance, O’Neil’s Broadcast Your Shakespeare: Continuity and Change Across Media, Fazel and Geddes’s The 
Shakespeare User: Critical and Creative Appropriations in a Networked Culture, Li Lan’s “Shakespeare as Virtual Event,” 
Rumbold’s From "Access" to "Creativity": Shakespeare Institutions, New Media, and the Language of Cultural Value,” Desmet’s 
“The Economics of (In)Attention in YouTube Shakespeare, and Thompson’s Passing Strange: Shakespeare, Race, and Contemporary 
America.  
18 For more on Shakespeare and imperialism, see Viswanathan’s Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India, 
Mukherjee’s Shakespeare and the Colonial Encounter in India in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, Loomba and Orkin’s Post-
Colonial Shakespeares, Loomba’s Shakespeare, Race, and Colonialism, and The Routledge Handbook of Shakespeare and Global 
Appropriation, edited by Desmet, Iyengar, and Jacobson.  
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the United States, there are a number of cultures and subcultures that affect the ways in 

which audiences attend or do not attend theatres, let alone theatres specifically marketed 

as Shakespeare institutions. Second, theatres in the United States exist in specific legal 

and funding frameworks. Though many nonprofit theatres do receive funding from the 

government, most commonly from the National Endowment of the Arts, the majority of 

funding outside of revenue comes from philanthropic organizations and individual 

donors. By looking at US theatres specifically, I am able to study how, as Sawyer Kemp 

argues, Shakespeare institutions negotiate between the nonprofit industry and institutional 

values of access and inclusion.19 Third, performance and audience scholars like Stephen 

Purcell, Penelope Woods, Farah-Karim Cooper, and Christie Carson, among others, are 

currently looking at how major Shakespeare theatres in the United Kingdom, like the 

Royal Shakespeare Company and The Globe, are engaging with audiences in a way that I 

do not see happening in the United States.20 One of the goals of this project is to begin 

filling that gap. Finally, this project is based on interviews with staff members at each 

theatre.  

After completing Internal Review Board (IRB) training and gaining approval to 

proceed with the project and interviews, I travelled to each of the theatres included in this 

dissertation to interview staff and see productions. In order to conduct these site visits, I 

limited the project to five Shakespeare theatres in the United States in an attempt to 

provide variety in terms of region, audience and staff size, and budget, and to show how 

 
19 Sawyer Kemp. The Politics of Accessibility in Contemporary Shakespeare Theatres. 2020. University of California, Davis, PhD 
dissertation. 10. 
20 See Purcell’s Shakespeare and the Audience in Practice, Woods’s “Skilful Spectatorship? Doing (or Being) Audience at 
Shakespeare's Globe Theatre,” and Karim-Cooper and Carson’s Shakespeare’s Globe: A Theatrical Experiment. 
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engagement practices exist across institutions. These theatres include: The Public 

Theater, Chicago Shakespeare Theater, Oregon Shakespeare Festival, Shakespeare 

Theatre Company, and American Shakespeare Center. These interviews took place in the 

summer and autumn of 2019 and feature staff members from marketing, education, 

engagement, and artistic departments.  

Alongside conducting interviews with staff at each theatre, I analyzed digital and 

print communications. This entailed collecting physical materials from each theatre on 

site visits, including but not limited to maps, playbills, promotional collateral, and season 

guides. In addition to collecting physical collateral, I created a digital archive, including 

email communications from each theatre’s listserv and posts from official social media 

accounts. Archived posts originate from Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr and 

provide an overview of how Shakespeare institutions currently use digital media to 

engage audiences across platforms in order to promote the institution and Shakespeare 

more broadly. 

My archive for this project has, out of necessity, needed to be flexible. As I 

discuss throughout this dissertation, materials regarding audience engagement, theatre 

education, and theatre administration rarely make it into major archives. This is due in 

part to the nature of theatre work and conceptions of what gets deemed important enough 

to save. For administrators and educators, there is often little need to save documents, 

curriculum, and marketing collateral that is more than five years old. While season 

artwork and season announcement collateral may be saved for each season in the 

theatre’s history, things like paper surveys and handouts from humanities events are not 

seen as vital archival items. If theatre staff do save items, they tend to exist in boxes or 



 

 11 

filing cabinets, hidden away in basements or storage spaces, or exist in digital folders on 

each theatre’s mainframe. The presence of these materials inside of internal institutional 

archives rather than publicly accessible ones, combined with the divide between 

academics and practitioners that too often persists, has likely contributed to the lack of 

research into institutional practices at theatres, Shakespeare-focused or otherwise. In the 

process of trying to find archival material, the question of theatrical archives became a 

thread weaving together each chapter. This absence of stable archival evidence is why I 

have chosen to include lengthier quotations from interviews, rather than condensed clips. 

While some archival materials are available in terms of physical objects like marketing 

collateral, posters, and surveys, firsthand accounts from staff members are rare, though 

they provide incredible depth to theatre history in the United States. My hope is that the 

interview transcripts included in this project can help start to grow such an archive.  

 

Chapter Breakdown 

Shakespeare theatres in the United States are continually arguing for the need for 

institutions dedicated to Shakespeare as a cultural figure and product to exist and this has 

become the primary goal of such institutions. In nearly every interview I conducted for 

this project, theatre staff consistently referenced the works of Shakespeare as having 

themes and characters that are accessible and relatable to everyone, even if language is 

often spoken of as a barrier. Shakespeare can, of course, be for anyone who is inclined to 

read, view, or study his work. However, this is not what the myth of universality claims 

and is not what staff are referring to. The idea of Shakespeare’s universality leads to 

institutions seeing Shakespeare as a product that is always relatable, always timely, 
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always reliable, and always good. As Vanessa I. Corredera has shown, this idea is not 

only unbalanced but is also tied to white supremacy, as programming and marketing 

“gloss over Shakespeare as an alienating entity- a shibboleth for approved ‘high’ culture 

often imagined as white.”21 This sentiment was echoed in my interview with Dat Ngo, the 

Associate Director of Engagement and Inclusion at Shakespeare Theatre Company: “But 

of course now doing the EDI work, you're very conscious that you're perpetuating this 

idea that the greatest playwright of all time is this Western European man and that when 

we say “universal” we’re asking people all to adapt to this vision. It's still white-

centric.”22 Even within the same institution, there are varying levels of awareness about 

how the theatre operates within and then furthers supremacist structures in order to 

produce Shakespeare. While each theatre in this project promotes Shakespeare’s 

universality cross-departmentally, this work occurs in four main areas: community 

engagement, paratheatrical programming, educational programming, and digital 

engagement. These four areas, then, are the topic of the dissertation’s four chapters. 

 Chapter one charts the history of each of the five theatres, chronologically: 

Oregon Shakespeare Festival (1935), The Public Theater (1954), Shakespeare Theatre 

Company (1970/1991), Chicago Shakespeare (1986), and The American Shakespeare 

Center (1988). The chapter takes into account the intricate relationships each institution 

has to its communities, as well as the history of each region. How an institution presents 

itself to those who live in its city will have a direct effect on the efficacy of other 

programming and engagement initiatives. If the institution cannot prove it is a useful 

 
21 Vanessa I Corredera. “How Dey Goin’ Kill Othello?! Key & Peele and Shakespearean 
Universality.” Shakespeare and Black America, special issue of Journal of American 
Studies, 54, I, 2020, 27-35. 28. 
22 Dat Ngo. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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addition to the city or region, it is unlikely to remain successful, as community 

engagement is the baseline of each of the other engagement methods addressed in this 

project. Each theatre included in this project has a particular relationship to the financial 

and artistic health of its region which is predicated on and furthered through efforts to 

justify and further Shakespeare’s relevance to audiences and communities. While stage 

productions are seen as the main vehicle for Shakespeare’s continued relevance in the 

theatrical world and to an extent culture in the US more broadly, chapter one begins the 

argument that engagement programming, through the work of arts administrators, is 

actually the major vehicle for Shakespeare’s continued cultural prominence in the 

country, an argument that is furthered in each chapter of this project. In order to properly 

chart how Shakespeare remains a dominant cultural force in the United States, it is vital 

to understand how institutions are situated within communities and how staff and 

leadership conceive of Shakespeare’s place in those communities.  

 Chapter two explores the various modes of in-person engagement programming 

that occurs at each theatre and how those formats navigate the need to promote 

Shakespeare as universal. Using the work of Susan Bennett, Wilmar Sauter, and Jerzy 

Grotowski, I define these engagement events as paratheatrical. I term them paratheatrical 

because these programs and initiatives are designed to frame and enhance the artistic 

experience for the audience and to further promote the brand of Shakespeare put forth by 

the institution. They are not additions to the performance but rather a part of the outer 

frame designed and implemented by staff at each institution. This programming, as I 

argue in chapter two, is one of the major drivers in continuing Shakespeare’s cultural 

standing in the United States. Though some programs can be classified under multiple 
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categories, I focus on three main types of paratheatrical programming: pre-show, post-

show, and special humanities events. Pre-show programming at these theatres primarily 

exists as either a lecture, in which audiences are given information about Shakespeare 

and the production, or accessibility programming, which aims to provide audience 

members with greater familiarity with the production and institution through programs 

like Chicago Shakespeare’s Touch Tours. Post-show events are the most common form 

of paratheatrical programming, encompassing formats such as talkbacks, Q&A sessions, 

discussions, and at times lectures. Where the pre-show programming attempts to prepare 

audiences for the Shakespeare production that are about to attend, post-show 

programming is aimed at fostering reflection and dialogue about the production and 

Shakespeare as a writer more broadly. The final category, humanities and one night only 

events, encompass standalone events not explicitly tied to a production. These events 

may be used for education purposes (invited speakers), for community engagement 

(Civic Forum at The Public), to reach specific constituencies in the community (Young 

Professionals Night), and to raise funds for the theatre (Will on the Hill). By utilizing a 

combination of paratheatrical formats (pre-show, post-show, and as one-night-only 

events), theatre staff attempt to draw and retain new and current audiences for the wider 

purpose of promoting Shakespeare as a culturally viable and valuable product.  

 Chapter three investigates the history of Shakespeare’s role in education in the 

United States and its connection to racist, colonial initiatives aimed at betterment. This 

concept of betterment, as Alexa Alice Joubin has articulated, is prevalent in both theatre 

and film: “The remedial cultural uses of  Shakespeare’s plays are fuelled by the myths of  

the moral values incarnated in the characters and of  the enduringly universal merits of  
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the canon as a whole.”23 Building off of the work of Jason M. Demeter, Gauri 

Viswanathan, and Madeline Sayet on Shakespeare’s connection to violent educational 

policies, particularly in relation to Indigenous populations and the Civil Rights 

movement, I connect these initiatives with the way theatre education programs have 

grown alongside the US curriculum. Most education staff at theatres begin this work in 

an effort to help students gain access to art and theatre. However, this rhetoric of internal 

growth through access to Shakespeare uses the concept of universality in order to garner 

funds from philanthropic foundations and to appeal to individual donors. Even at theatres 

like The Public, Shakespeare remains integral to funding tactics, as the majority of 

education programming (though it resides under the umbrella of artistic) is connected to 

Shakespeare in some way. The urge to bring Shakespeare to the people in order to enrich 

their lives is at the heart of educational programming and of why Joe Papp created The 

Public Theater in the first place: 

“Why Shakespeare? In terms of theater, he is a master, there is no greater writer 

for the stage in the English language, and that happens to be a fact. You can’t be 

an educated person unless you have more than a passing familiarity with the 

works of Shakespeare.”24  

This chapter argues then that not only are educational programs the product of colonial 

systems of betterment, but due to the nature of the nonprofit theatre industry, staff are 

caught within capitalist structures, causing them to perpetuate the myth of Shakespeare 

 
23 Alexa Alice Joubin. "Screening Social Justice: Performing Reparative Shakespeare against Vocal Disability." Adaptation: The 
Journal of Literature on Screen Studies, October 2020, pp. 1-19. 16. 
 

 
 
24 Turan and Papp 61. 
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universality in order to access funding for educational programs, which then support the 

theatre financially through revenue and most importantly, grants, donations, and 

partnerships. While the staff may be dedicated to providing educational experiences 

surrounding Shakespeare for students, the institution writ large is more invested in using 

the perception of these education programs in order to secure funding for other programs 

and productions, ultimately reinforcing the very structures staff attempt to break out of 

through programming.  

 As theorists Geoff Way, Stephen O’ Neil, Yong Li Lan, Kate Rumbold, Ayanna 

Thompson, Valerie Fazel, Louise Geddes, and Christy Desmet among others have 

argued, the stress of competing within the attention economy in the last decade has 

caused Shakespeare and other arts institutions to turn to digital methods of promotion and 

engagement. The fourth and final chapter, then, moves to the digital sphere, covering the 

ways in which each theatre promotes Shakespeare’s relevance online in the name of 

“accessibility,” even as institutions ultimately reify traditional audiences. As Sawyer 

Kemp notes, “accessibility evokes an ethos of caretaking and support while actually 

obscuring and often perpetuating many of the institutional barriers that prevent audiences 

from accessing Shakespeare.”25 While digital tactics tend to weave together due to the 

nature of cross-platform sharing and outreach, methods generally fall under four main 

categories: marketing and development, audience response, audience cultivation, and 

paratheatrical programming. Marketing and development methods primarily aim to 

attract audiences to the frames of the theatrical event, to retain them as consistent 

audiences, and to then turn them into subscribers and donors. Within this category, I 

 
25 Kemp 6-7. 
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explore how staff use ticket discounts, lottery tickets, and partnerships to draw audiences 

and how they use mechanisms to address feedback. Audience response focuses more 

directly on digital reception from those who attended performances or paratheatrical 

programs. These methods often take the form of online surveys and social media posts, 

offering staff opportunities to respond on platform directly to positive or negative 

responses. As Safiya Umoja Noble and André Brock Jr. have argued, the internet is built 

off of supremacist structures and furthers the prominence and violence of whiteness. This 

digital whiteness is what allows Shakespeare institutions to continue to promote 

Shakespeare’s relevance with relative safety, which I discuss alongside The Public’s 

production of Julius Caesar. Audience cultivation differs from audience response in that 

these tactics are designed to promote enjoyment of Shakespeare and theatre more broadly 

and do so through encouraging audiences and users to integrate Shakespeare into their 

digital footprint. Here, methods include memes, quizzes, polls, and Shakespeare 

recitation challenges. Though these posts and challenges may appear alongside specific 

productions, they occur throughout the season and are meant to endear Shakespeare and 

the institution to users regardless of productions. Finally, paratheatrical programming 

encompasses digital programs that are meant to enhance the inner and outer frames of the 

theatrical event. This can range across a number of formats, for the purposes of this 

chapter, I focus on the ways theatre staff have adapted paratheatrical events like those in 

chapter two into podcasts, which have become popular at Shakespeare institutions within 

the last five years. The initiatives contained within these four categories aim to make 

Shakespeare accessible through digital means, in an attempt to attract more diverse 

audiences to the institution. Unfortunately, what results instead is the allusion of 
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accessibility that ultimately relies on and reinforces traditional, majority white audiences 

of Shakespeare. 

 The concluding chapter takes stock of current engagement practices in connection 

to myths of universality and attempts to offer a way forward. The interviews and research 

for this project took place prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Writing the majority of these 

chapters amidst an industry shutdown was difficult, as it is hard to ignore the very real 

impact of the pandemic on each theatre and most importantly, on the generous staff, 

many of whom were furloughed, who care deeply about the work they do. In writing the 

conclusion to this project, I reflected on how the pandemic will affect the industry for 

decades to come, as well as the way protests for racial justice in the summer of 2020 and 

the demands outlined by the We See You, White American Theatre collective sparked a 

push for long overdue changes in the theatre industry. I end this dissertation by offering a 

series of actionable steps theatre staff and artists can take in order to move away from 

using harmful myths of universality and to better center the needs of audiences and 

communities in engagement work. These steps, however, can only be effective if theatre 

leadership listens to and follows the demands for a more equitable industry as outlined by 

the We See You collective. As Nobuko Kawashima has argued, “the most formidable 

challenge for cultural organisations is to become Inclusive Organisations. This would 

mean arts and cultural organisations need to undertake a wholesale review of their 

histories in society and every aspect of their past and current practice, not to categorically 

exclude any social problem as irrelevant, and to take any action necessary to rectify the 

situation.”26 Without addressing the underlying issues within nonprofit theatre and 

 
26 Nobuko Kawashima. “Audience Development and Social Inclusion in Britain.” International Journal of Cultural Policy, vol. 12, 
no. 1, 2006, 55-72. 67. 
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without addressing the violence Shakespeare has been used to perpetrate within the 

United States and how these issues intersect to promote Shakespeare as a cultural good, 

theatre staff cannot fulfill institutional missions and cannot do the good work so many of 

them began their careers hoping to do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One: “Strong Reasons Make Strong Actions:” On 

Institutional History and Community Engagement 

The five theatres profiled in this project have deep and storied histories in each 

respective city and each institution places a high value on community and audience 

engagement. Nonprofit theatres generally begin because the founders see a need in the 

community and do become community institutions. As Diane Ragsdale argues, 

facilitating meaningful dialogue with audiences and community members should be the 

central mission of any theatre: “creating and holding space for connection and even 
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conversation between humans who would not otherwise interact—like others, I believe 

this could be the vital work of today’s arts institutions.”27 This mission, to facilitate 

community engagement through cultivating appreciation for Shakespeare and theatre, is 

affected by the histories of each community, as well as capitalist frameworks inherent in 

the nonprofit theatre industry within the United States. 

These theatres envision Shakespeare programming as good culturally and 

financially for the community and in order to achieve that vision, theatres must contend 

with local and national legacies on a daily basis. Without acknowledging these issues, 

engagement programming surrounding Shakespeare remains surface level, closer to 

entertainment than to meaningful conversation. Engagement is central to each institution- 

it features in mission statements and grant applications, takes place in all departments, 

fosters interdepartmental collaboration, and travels outside of the theatre itself, onto each 

city’s streets, to its parks, its community centers, and to its digital spaces, eventually 

moving beyond each institution’s local constituencies. I have chosen to begin this 

dissertation by charting the histories of each Shakespeare institution to provide context 

for the following three chapters and to emphasize what the baseline of engagement at 

each theatre either is or should be. Without contending with each theatre’s place within 

its community and how staff use Shakespeare to either acknowledge or gloss over that 

history in conversation with staff, funding bodies, audiences, students, and community 

members, the other categories of engagement detailed in this dissertation cannot be fully 

effective. Institutions cannot purport to be vital centers of engagement within the 

 
27 Diane Ragsdale. "The Changing Face of Arts Engagement." Stratford Festival Forum, August 16, 2019. 6.  
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community, particularly for students, if staff are not well-versed in the institution and 

Shakespeare’s historical placement within surrounding communities.  

This chapter discusses each institution chronologically, starting with Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival and then moving on to The Public, Shakespeare Theatre Company, 

Chicago Shakespeare, and The American Shakespeare Center. This organization 

showcases the depth of history of Shakespeare institutions in The United States and 

charts institutional progression. As two of the longest running Shakespeare theatres in 

The United States, Oregon Shakespeare Festival and The Public Theater have influenced 

the creation and organization of each of the other three theatres included in this project. 

This chapter could have been organized financially, according to budget allocations and 

revenue as well. Under this structure, beginning with the highest budget to the lowest, 

The Public Theater would be first, Oregon Shakespeare would be second, Chicago would 

be third, Shakespeare Theatre would be fourth, and American Shakespeare would be 

fifth. This organization remains close to each theatre’s place chronologically and only a 

few million separate The Public and Oregon and roughly one million separates Chicago 

and Shakespeare Theatre. Similarly, this chapter could be organized by board and staff 

size. Organized by reported staff and artist numbers places The Public first (1,287), 

Oregon second (671), Shakespeare Theatre third (618), Chicago Shakespeare fourth 

(488), and American Shakespeare fifth.28 That financial, staff, and chronological orders 

are similar is unsurprising, since Oregon and The Public have had more time to cultivate 

audiences and to build relationships with government and corporate sponsors.   

 
28 These staff sizes are based off of tax documents from 2018 and 2019. Staff size at each theatre has undoubtedly shrunk due to 
furloughs and layoffs precipitated by the COVID pandemic, though I am not privy to internal documents regarding staff size in 
January 2021. 
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While engagement practices span a multitude of spaces and are put in action by 

staff members, volunteers, and artists across departments, each theatre localizes the main 

thrust of engagement under specific departments and programs. Which department these 

practices fall under provides insight into how an institution categorizes and even values 

engagement programming and each has a different relationship to the surrounding 

community. Though programs are housed under a department (generally marketing, 

artistic, or education), the programming at each theatre also falls under specific kinds of 

in-person and digital engagement. The first type is, of course, audience engagement. 

Broadly, audience engagement looks to engage current audiences through a series of 

events, initiatives, and interactions that are generally tied to current or upcoming 

productions. The second is audience development, which aims to grow current audiences 

by making connections to groups and demographics the institution would like to see in 

their space. Audience development is often tied to community engagement, though it is 

important to remember that audience development is growth driven, looking to grow not 

only the number of people engaging with the theatre, but also the amount of money 

coming in. The third type, community engagement, focuses on growing bonds and 

sharing resources with the various communities in a theatre’s region without the 

expectation that it will yield financial reward. Community engagement is not profit-

driven and theatre staff must be okay with the fact that community members may only 

ever encounter the institution through these initiatives. The fourth category is educational 

engagement, which tends to be a patchwork of the other three. Some educational 

programming is tied to student performances, falling under the generic audience 

engagement umbrella, and some is community engagement, usually in the form of free 
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workshops and partnerships with other institutions in the community. A large portion of 

educational programming is audience development. Though theatres might market these 

initiatives as community and educational engagement, these programs are for-profit and 

are often a sizable chunk of a theatre’s income and are meant to attract younger, more 

diverse audience members to the theatre by using Shakespeare’s cultural value. 

Each theatre in this project utilizes a combination of these forms of engagement, 

deploying each to meet a specific need of either the audience or the institution. While 

each is essential to the industry, these four types of engagement serve a purpose- they are 

not the same and they do not result in the same type of interaction. Engagement practices 

at these institutions directly support the Shakespeare tourism industry through continuing 

myths of universality. While community engagement and audience development are not 

necessarily at odds and programming can serve both purposes, theatres need to be clear 

about what each program’s goals are and how and why staff mobilize Shakespeare to 

achieve those goals. 

This first chapter, then, serves as an introduction to each theatre and includes a 

brief history of each theatre and its productions, an overview of where each theatre 

houses its main engagement programs, and a snapshot of each theatre’s funding structure. 

This chapter works from in-person interviews with staff members, financial data, as well 

as historical research on each theatre and its location. Community engagement 

programming is central to each theatre but is implemented, fostered, and funded in 

different ways, depending on institutional structure, staff, and financial resources. By 

examining how each institution organizes itself, I discuss how theatres enact audience 

engagement, audience development, community engagement, educational engagement, or 
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a combination of the four and how staff use the cultural idea of Shakespeare’s 

universality to do so. 

The chapter concludes by bringing each theatre into conversation with the group, 

examining the impact each institution’s programming has on local economies. I have 

chosen to name this chapter “Strong Reasons Make Strong Actions” because each of the 

theatres included started with this impetus: a strong desire to create powerful, accessible 

theatre. The engagement practices discussed in this project are subject to financial, 

environmental, and personnel limitations but this spirit remains at each institution. 

Ultimately, I argue that though Shakespeare productions remain the visible face of 

Shakespeare in the United States, engagement programming, realized through the labor 

of arts workers, is the major driving force in cultivating the Shakespeare industry, and by 

extension the theatre industry, in the United States. This industry is based upon the myth 

that Shakespeare is universally good for audiences: because of this, community 

engagement programming and the majority of free performances at these theatres 

continue to promote a vision of Shakespeare with deep ties to colonialism and white 

supremacy. In order to execute the kind of engagement work theatre staff wish to, 

institutions must grapple with these histories and the ways in which programming 

continues to perpetuate these legacies.    

 

The Oregon Shakespeare Theatre 

The Oregon Shakespeare Festival in Ashland, Oregon is one of the oldest 

Shakespeare theatres in the United States and one of the longest running repertory 

companies in the country. The festival was created in 1935 by Angus Bowmer, a teacher 
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at the then Southern Oregon Normal School. Bowmer was aware of the town’s history 

with the Chautauqua movement and felt that the residents of Ashland needed another arts 

festival after Chautauqua performances had ended a decade earlier. Named for the town 

in New York in which it began, the Chautauqua movement aimed to bring learning, 

culture, and the arts to towns across the country throughout the late 19th and early 20th 

century.29 Bowmer pitched the festival as part of the town’s Fourth of July celebrations 

revival (the town had not had one for the past five years) and after lobbying the city, was 

granted Works Progress Administration (WPA) funds to alter the old Chautauqua 

structure for the festival’s performances.30 Famously, the festival staged boxing matches 

to help cover whatever losses the Shakespeare performances might accrue. The city 

needn't have worried, as the festival’s inaugural productions of The Merchant of Venice 

and Twelfth Night made enough money to cover both their costs and the costs of the 

boxing matches.31 Not bad for a festival whose ticket prices ranged from .25c to $1.32 

 By 1939, the festival had toured throughout California and attendance for the 

repertory company had increased to 2,000 patrons. Unfortunately, the theatre suffered a 

massive fire in 1940 which decimated the stage and costumes. As I’ll discuss later, it 

would not be the last time the festival would be set back due to fire. In the midst of World 

War II and Bowmer’s enlistment in the army, the festival shut down until 1947, when 

Bowmer, with help from Ashland’s Chamber of Commerce, rebuilt the festival and 

picked up the four-play repertory.33 The company quickly began marketing the repertory 

to draw in new festivals, exclaiming “Stay Four Days, See Four Plays, with Shakespeare 

 
29 Kathleen F. Leary and Amy E. Richard. Images of America: Oregon Shakespeare Festival (Charleston: Arcadia, 2009). 9.  
30 Leary and Richard 23. 

31 Leary and Richard 23. 

32 https://www.osfashland.org/en/company/our-history.aspx  

33 Leary and Richard 23. 
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Under the Stars.” From the beginning, OSF has marketed itself as a destination theatre 

and has relied on cultivating close ties with local government and community institutions.  

With four plays in repertory, it’s no surprise that the festival completed its first 

round of Shakespeare’s canon in 1958.34 During the 1950s and 60s, Oregon Shakespeare 

hired its first full time staff members and started new initiatives, like the Institute of 

Renaissance Studies, annual broadcasts with NBC, the Elizabethan Music Program, and 

began producing works by writers other than Shakespeare. The theatre frequently reached 

capacity and had grown its audience from 8,850 people in 1950 to 59,619 people in 

1969.35 An astounding achievement for a repertory theatre that relies heavily on patrons 

outside of its town.  

 Under the artistic direction of Jerry Turner (1971-1991), the theatre emphasized 

Oregon Shakespeare’s mission to find “a theatrical language appropriate to our times.”36 

In 1970, the festival opened The Angus Bowmer Theatre with Stoppard’s Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern are Dead and began a new chapter. The 600-seat theatre allowed for a 

longer season and for the theatre to produce modern classics alongside Shakespeare. By 

the mid 1970s, the theatre was staging eight productions, resulting in 277 performances a 

season, and by the end of the decade had opened a third performance space called The 

Black Swan.37 Angus Bowmer passed away in 1979, having created a nationally 

respected regional theatre which, only a few years later in 1983, won both a Tony Award 

for Outstanding Achievement in Regional Theatre and the National Governors’ 

Association Award for distinguished service to the arts.38 

 
34 Leary and Richard 37. 
35 Leary and Richard 37. 
36 Leary and Richard 93. 
37 Leary and Richard 69. 
38 Leary and Richard 69. 
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Throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s, Oregon Shakespeare Festival 

continued to grow, eventually opening The New Theatre in 2002 to replace The Black 

Swan.39 Jerry Turner and subsequent artistic directors Henry Woronicz (1991-1996), 

Libby Appel (1996-2007), and Bill Rausch (2008-2019) committed to producing a 

greater diversity of work, resulting in a 1990 commendation from the ACLU and Rauch’s 

commissioning of 37 plays under the project American Revolutions: the United States 

History Cycle in 2008. Rausch’s tenure also saw the creation of the Play On! Project, 

which commissioned modern adaptations for each of the 39 Shakespeare plays. The Play 

On! Festival is now a nonprofit and is funded by The Hitz Foundation.40  

In 2019, Nataki Garrett became the sixth Artistic Director of The Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival, succeeding Bill Rauch. She is the second woman to helm the 

festival and the first person of color. The announcement of Garrett as the next Artistic 

Director was an exciting moment for American theatre. As Rauch stated in OSF’s 

announcement, “Nataki’s historic appointment, as an African American woman running 

one of the largest-budget theaters in the United States, is a direct expression of OSF's 

decades-long commitment to helping create a more equitable field.”41 In the American 

Theatre article announcing her tenure, Nataki Garrett answered questions about her plan 

for OSF’s future:  

“It’s an important year of transformation across the industry. Here’s the thing: 

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) work is always felt more than it’s seen. 

There are feelings about the EDI work there that need to be reckoned with. I’m 

 
39 Leary and Richard 93. 
40 https://playonfestival.org/the-details/hitz-foundation/ 
41 https://www.osfashland.org/en/news-multimedia/news-announcements/new-artistic-director.aspx  
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going to focus on stabilizing the organization, building a stronger fiscal 

foundation, developing new producing models. OSF has some financial 

difficulties, but they are not insurmountable. We need to look at places where we 

may be applying 20th-century solutions to 21st-century problems and make 

adjustments. 

I’m also looking ahead to where OSF can be the most impactful going forward. In 

30 years, today’s millennials will be in their 60s, and we need to get ready for 

that. I have a really great foundation for all these changes because of what Bill has 

been doing for the last 12 years.”42 

Oregon Shakespeare has been at the forefront of diversity in casting on stage for quite 

some time and it is clear that Garrett plans to not only continue that legacy but to further 

it and to make sure that the values of the theatre (Excellence, Inclusion, Company, and 

Stewardship) ring true for not only the audiences and the artists on stage, but also for the 

festival’s staff members and for the surrounding community.43  

The Oregon Shakespeare Festival has one of the largest operating budgets in 

American theatre. In 2018, the theatre ran on a budget of $40,523,000, 66% of which was 

realized through earned income. This was an increase from their 2017 budget of 

$40,250,732. Within the 2017 budget was an operating revenue of $26,172,581, support 

of $11,268,305 through memberships, grants, and gifts, and total operating expenses of 

$40,250,732. The institution ended the 2017 season with $71,967,056 in net assets. This 

budget pays for producing shows, as well as paying the festival’s roughly 600 employees, 

 
42Rob Weinert-Kendt. “Nataki Garrett Named Next Artistic Director of Oregon Shakespeare Festival.” American Theatre, March 19, 
2019.  
43 https://www.osfashland.org/en/company/mission-and-values.aspx  
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marketing expenses, concessions, audience engagement events and programs, and 

education programs that reach up to 70,000 students a season.44 With nearly half of its 

operating revenue coming from memberships, gifts, and grants, it’s clear that although 

OSF is a destination theatre, its productions, educational programs, and engagement 

initiatives have resulted in loyal audiences in Ashland, across the US, and abroad.   

In 2017, the festival staged 795 performances, resulting in 381,378 attendance 

numbers, and 82% of capacity in all three theatres. Because patrons generally see more 

than one show per visit due to the repertory and destination nature of the festival, the total 

patron number for 2017 is estimated at 125,000 people. 40% of attendance for this season 

came from the Angus Bowmer, 23% from the Elizabethan, 11% from school programs, 

16% from the Thomas, and 11% from other programming.45 It should be noted that 

wildfires impacted the 2017 and 2018 seasons, causing the theatre to cancel performances 

and to rethink the summer repertory that is normally performed in the Elizabethan. 

 It is hard to overstate the impact Oregon Shakespeare has on Ashland, Oregon. 

The festival regularly draws over 100,000 people to the remote town each year, which in 

return feeds money into local businesses. In 2017, the festival had a state economic 

impact of $128,034,818.46 This is why when wildfires interrupted the 2017 and 2018 

seasons, forcing the festival to cancel performances, the town of Ashland took an 

economic hit. When I spoke with Kirsten Giroux, the festival’s Associate Director of 

Education, Curriculum, and Instruction, she emphasized the impact the wildfires had on 

the theatre and the town: 

 
44Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Annual Report, 2017.  
45 Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Annual Report, 2017. 
46 Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Facts and Figures, 2018. 
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Kristen: This is a town that depends on tourism so if nobody is in town because of 

smoke and fire... 

Emily: Everyone is losing money. 

Kristen: They're losing money at a time when they're counting on income. So, I 

don't think there was blame, I mean, what can OSF do about that? But the town 

was not ready last year. I mean, let's just be honest, though, it's been progressively 

happening since 2014, more and more fire has been in the area. So, yes, I think 

people all have rallied. The town has had to kind of figure out what are we going 

to do, but the town has also had very real concerns, like “we need to clean the 

brush up, we need to get rid of the blackberries, we need to make it an ordinance 

that if you're a property owner, you have to get rid of your blackberries.” So, 

there's been a lot of that kind of stuff.47 

Oregon Shakespeare has a unique place in the world of Shakespeare theatres and in 

American theatre broadly in part because few other theatres have such deep ties to the 

economic success of the surrounding town. While other theatres of course bring revenue 

in for the city, like The Public with New York and American Shakespeare with Staunton, 

Virginia, OSF’s success has a serious effect on the welfare of an entire town and at times 

affects city laws. It’s one of the many reasons OSF is so dedicated to building 

relationships with their indigenous, local, regional, international, and digital audiences. 

What is striking about OSF is that although the institution has a massive impact on the 

local community, its audience base is not derived from Ashland. For OSF, community 

 
47 Giroux, Kristen. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019.  



 

 31 

engagement and audience engagement programming, while they may have crossover, are 

not the same thing and do not serve the same constituencies.  

 Every department at Oregon Shakespeare interacts with audiences in some form. 

However, audience engagement at OSF is mostly housed under Artistic, Education, and 

Marketing through educational programming, paratheatrical programming, and audience 

development. The majority of OSF’s approach tends to fall under audience engagement 

and development, since the majority of educational programming is for profit. The 

exception in the education department is the Bowmer Project, which provides free tickets 

to area students and their parents, which I will discuss further in chapter three. In 

addition, the institution does produce Community Hosted Experiences, which are run in 

conjunction with community partners. These are the two main engagement initiatives that 

fall directly under the community engagement and educational engagement umbrella. For 

Kirsten Giroux, programs like these are integral to how OSF fosters community:  

Kirsten: I think one of the things that OSF works on all the time and at times has 

been better and times worse, is what is that handshake to our local community? 

How do we continually offer our hand out? Not a handout but offer our hand and 

welcome and make it possible for people in this community, and I don’t just mean 

Ashland, which is sort of a wealthy little town comparatively, but in the 

surrounding area to be able to not only afford to come but want to come here? 

Emily: To feel like it’s their space. 

Kristen: Yes. To feel welcome and feel like they are wanted here.48 

 
48 Giroux, Kristen. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
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This sentiment is evident in the institution’s Audience Manifesto, which was crafted in 

2010 and outlines the institution’s investment in current and future audiences and in 

supporting work in Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion, both on stage and off.49 While the 

theatre’s dedication to educational and community engagement is clear, due to 

institutional structure, the majority of programming falls under audience development, 

aiming to cultivate new audiences and donors for the institution through, as I’ll argue in 

the following chapters, a number of programs aimed at promoting Shakespeare as a 

universal figure in order to ensure the theatre’s financial success.  

 

The Public Theater 

The Public Theater strives to produce theatre “of, by, and for all people.”50 In its 

history, The Public has received 59 Tony Awards, 178 Obie Awards, 53 Drama Desk 

Awards, 56 Lortel Awards, 34 Outer Critics Circle Awards, 13 New York Drama Critics' 

Circle Awards, and six Pulitzer Prizes.51 The Public has helped launch countless careers, 

from Meryl Streep to James Earl Jones, and has produced some of the most iconic 

musicals in the American canon. It is a New York institution, and its reach extends far 

beyond the city’s five boroughs.  

Joe Papp founded The New York Shakespeare Festival in 1954, after staging 

Shakespeare at The Emmanuel Presbyterian Church on East Sixth Street, with the intent 

of bringing Shakespeare to the people of New York for free. That same year, Papp 

received a charter for the Shakespeare Workshop from the State of New York Education 

 
49 Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Audience Development Manifesto, 2010. 
50 https://publictheater.org/  
51 https://publictheater.org/about/About-The-Public/  
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Department. As Bernard Gersten notes, this charter was integral to the growth of The 

Public and nonprofit theatres at large:  

“What you have to appreciate is that in 1954 there were not the number of not-

for-profit theaters that there are today. We take that whole universe for granted 

because they’re now littered all over the landscape, but thirty-four years ago the 

idea that a theater might be organized for purposes other than making money was 

by no means commonplace.”52 

In 1956, Papp received permission from the Department of Parks to start producing 

Shakespeare in Central Park, beginning with Julius Caesar and The Taming of the Shrew. 

In 1957, Papp put up the first production of what is now The Mobile Unit, touring Romeo 

and Juliet throughout the city of New York with the help of the mayor’s office and 

multiple foundations.53  

In 1958, Papp was subpoenaed to appear before the House Un-American 

Activities Committee. Although Papp was sure the “Shakespeare Festival would be 

destroyed” as a result of his refusal to name names, he pleaded the Fifth Amendment and 

was subsequently fired by CBS, where he was still an employee.54 Papp, a member of the 

Radio and Television Directors Guild, successfully sued CBS and was one of the first 

people to be blacklisted, fired, and rehired. Papp quit CBS soon after going back to work 

to focus entirely on the Shakespeare Festival but maintained that winning the fight 

against CBS “restored a faith I had in this democratic system.55 

 
52 Kenneth Turan and Joe Papp. Free For All: Joe Papp, The Public,and the Greatest Theater Story Ever Told. (New York: Anchor, 
2010) 74.  
53 Turan and Papp 99-101. 
54 Turan and Papp 131. 
55 Turan and Papp 135. 
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 In 1962, The Delacorte Theatre opened with The Merchant of Venice (starring 

George C. Scott as Shylock and James Earl Jones as the Prince of Morocco), three years 

after Robert Moses asked the city for funds to build a permanent theatre in Central Park. 

The Board of Estimate granted $225,000 and George Delacorte donated the other 

$150,000 to complete the project. According to Delacorte, he supported the project 

because of a lifelong interest in the park: “I was terribly interested in the park. I’ve lived 

all my life on the park, I walk through the park, I’ve even been mugged in the park.”56 

The early beginnings of The Public and Shakespeare in the Park were invested in not 

only producing accessible Shakespeare, but also in integrating into surrounding 

communities. Shakespeare in the Park continued to thrive in The Delacorte and in 1966, 

Joe Papp decided to open a second space to produce contemporary work. The Public 

Theater was born.  

 In 1966, Papp bought the original Astor Library, situated near the location of the 

Astor Place Riot of 1849, which left an estimated 25 people dead and 120 injured. The 

riots were the result of deep class divisions, which finally came to head in a dispute 

between supporters of British actor William Charles Macready and American actor 

Edwin Forrest after Macready’s performance of Macbeth.57 Riots at this time in New 

York were frequent and as James Shapiro notes, “more often than not, the rioting 

originated at a theater: between 1816 and 1834 alone there were twenty-nine theater-

related riots in New York City.”58 While the cultural struggle over Shakespeare and class 

identity certainly continued long after the riot, this event did change theatre-going and 

 
56 Turan and Papp 154. 
57 Miguel Hernandez. “The Astor Place Riot/Shakespeare Riots of 1849.” New York History Blog, 2 January 2017. 
https://newyorkhistoryblog.org/2017/01/the-astor-place-riotshakespeare-riots-of-1849/  
58 James Shapiro. Shakespeare in a Divided America: What His Plays Tell Us About Our Past and Future. Penguin Random House, 
2020. 58. 
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audience behavior in the United States, resulting in what Shapiro calls “a quieter and 

more passive experience.”59 

  The 54,000 square foot Astor Library opened in 1854 and was purchased in 1920 

by the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS). In what is perhaps a moment of kismet, it 

is the building where Papp’s father was processed when he immigrated to the United 

States.60 The first theatre in the space was the 299 seat Anspacher, which opened with the 

premiere of Hair in 1967. Though this chapter is concerned mostly with The Public’s 

work around Shakespeare, it must be noted that The Public, from the beginning, became 

a home for exciting, contemporary work. In addition to the awards I mentioned earlier in 

this section, the theater has transferred 55 shows to Broadway, including: Hair, A Chorus 

Line, Hamilton, Caroline, Or Change, Fun Home, For Colored Girls Who Have 

Considered Suicide When the Rainbow Is Enuf, The Normal Heart, and The Merchant of 

Venice, among others.61 

 Since the Public Theater opened in 1967, the institution has expanded to include 

five theatres (The Anspacher, The LuEsther, The Martinson, The Newman, The Shiva) 

and the cabaret space Joe’s Pub, in addition to The Delacorte in Central Park. The theatre 

has a number of programs that strive to increase community engagement and to lift up 

new and emerging artists, including Public Works, Public Forum, The Mobile Unit, The 

Under the Radar Festival, and The Public Shakespeare Initiative. As stated in their 2017-

18 financial statement, The Public is the “nation’s foremost producer of Shakespeare and 

new work” and is “dedicated to achieving artistic excellence while developing an 

 
59 Shapiro 78. 
60 Turan and Papp 174. 
61 https://publictheater.org/about/About-The-Public/  
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American theater that is accessible and relevant to all people.”62 As with Oregon 

Shakespeare, the crux of The Public’s approach to Shakespeare and his relation to 

contemporary work revolves around ideas of his universality and bringing that work to 

the community. This mission, of course, requires a large budget.   

The Public ended their 2017-18 fiscal year with net assets of $73,642,226 with 

functional expenses of $48,782,029. Within that, their downtown season at Lafayette St. 

cost $19,586,283 and made $8,039,397 in revenue. Shakespeare in the Park cost 

$6,917,584 and did not bring in any direct revenue because the program does not charge 

for entry. This of course does not take into account any purchases that came as a result of 

production at The Delacorte, such as concessions, subscription packages, and other 

tickets. Joe’s Pub, the theatre’s cabaret space, ran on $4,378,481 and made $3,008,044. 

$24,600,623 of the institution’s expenses went to employee salary and wages for the 

1,287 people employed that year.63  

The 2017-18 season reached over 100,000 people in the park with Othello and 

Twelfth Night (a remounting of the Public Works production). The downtown space drew 

over 100,000 people over its season and the Under the Radar drew 4,000 people to 26 

shows over its two-week period. The Public Shakespeare Initiative, Public Forum, Public 

Works, and The Mobile Unit (which I’ll discuss in detail in later chapters) continued to 

reach community members around the city and the Public’s multitude of working groups 

and workshop spaces helped artists develop and produce art. For the Public, community 

and educational engagement, in addition to audience development, comes in the form of 

 
62 United States. Department of the Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. Form 990. Publictheatre.org. 
https://publictheater.org/contentassets/fd8b60f7bba54078b65aaefd19cdfc90/fy18-form-990---final-public.pdf  
63United States. Department of the Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. Form 990. Publictheatre.org. 
https://publictheater.org/contentassets/fd8b60f7bba54078b65aaefd19cdfc90/fy18-form-990---final-public.pdf  
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artistic initiatives, which regularly leave the theatre and go out into the city, while 

audience engagement tends to take place inside the space of the theatre. The Public has a 

deep effect on not only the arts in New York City but also on American and international 

theatre because it is dedicated to cultivating new voices and to providing them with 

spaces to not only produce their work but also to deepen their craft and to form 

community with other artists and audiences. Papp’s dedication to accessible, powerful 

theatre remains at the heart of The Public Theater and its approach to Shakespeare. 

 

Shakespeare Theatre Company 

 The Shakespeare Theatre Company is the most classical of the theatre institutions 

in this project. While the theatre produces new and contemporary works, its main focus is 

Shakespeare and the theatre partners with George Washington University to offer a one-

year classical acting MFA. While the theatre often goes outside of traditional ideas of 

what Shakespeare and the classics can be, classical frameworks remain at the heart of the 

institution. This is partly due to its history with The Folger Shakespeare Library.  

 The Folger Shakespeare Library was created by Henry and Emily Folger to house 

rare materials from the early modern period and to serve as a place for scholars to 

research and discuss the period. The building opened in 1932, two years after Henry Clay 

Folger’s death. The library is endowed by the Trustees of Amherst College and began 

distributing fellowships in 1936 and while exhibitions began in the 1960s, much of the 

institution’s public programming started in the 1970s under O.B. Hardison’s leadership.64 

 
64 Stephen H. Grant. Collecting Shakespeare: The Story of Henry and Emily Folger (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2014) 194-95. 
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Though the library features a theatre, modelled after early modern playhouses, 

performances did not begin in the space until 1970 when the Folger updated the space to 

comply with fire and safety codes. The repertory company started that same year and 

became known as the Folger Theatre Group. In its first season, the theatre had 110 

subscribers and saw 12,000 audience members.65 The theatre was successful and became 

a staple of the DC theatre scene and in 1984, DC Mayor Marion Barry named December 

12, 1984 as Folger Theatre Day. However, the next year (the theatre’s 15th anniversary) 

the Trustees of Amherst College decided to close the theatre. The decision was financial, 

as the library expected to lose $200,000 that season to the theatre, but DC rallied around 

the company and eventually The Folger Theatre Group became an independent nonprofit, 

the Shakespeare Theatre at the Folger.66 The first show, under the direction of Michael 

Kahn, was Romeo and Juliet. The company stayed at The Folger for six seasons before 

moving to its own space in 1991. The company changed its name to The Shakespeare 

Theatre Company and Michael Kahn served as Artistic Director until 2019, when Simon 

Godwin took up the mantle. 

 The theatre’s new space in Penn Quarter, the Michael R. Klein Theatre, held 451 

people and remained the theatre’s main space until 2007 when Sidney Harman Hall 

opened. According to the institution’s website, “at the time the Penn Quarter 

neighborhood was not considered desirable by many; since then, STC has helped drive its 

revitalization.”67 It is striking that the theatre acknowledges the impact the institution and 

Shakespeare as a cultural and financial figure has had on its neighborhood. The area has 

 
65 Grant 195. 
66 Grant 197-98. 
67 http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/about/history-and-awards/a-partial-history/  
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certainly changed since the 1990s, in large part due to the opening of Capital One Arena 

in 1997 (then called the MCI Center), which is home to the Capitals, the Wizards 

basketball team, the Georgetown Hoyas basketball team, and which brings in touring acts 

from around the world. As David Nakamura explains, the changes in DC’s Chinatown, 

where the arena and Shakespeare Theatre Company are located, have driven a large 

portion of the district’s Chinese population into Maryland and Virginia. In his article, he 

quotes DC resident Jing Chun Li’s thoughts on how the area has changed:  

“‘When I first came here, there were 10 Chinese restaurants and two grocery 

stores, and they carried many things,’ said Jing Chun Li, 83, who came from 

Nanjing in 1997. ‘Now there’s none. Chinatown has only the name. The reality is 

not there anymore: just the art and the [Chinese] symbols on the buildings.’”68 

The area has seen a change in demographic, as well as a change in business, becoming a 

draw for more chain restaurants and even for celebrity chef José Andrés, who has 

multiple restaurants in the neighborhood. While Shakespeare Theatre Company is not to 

blame for the displacement many DC residents have experienced in Chinatown, this is a 

reality in the theatre’s neighborhood and plays a part in how audiences have developed 

over time and how they will continue to develop. In response to this change, the theatre 

has made a concerted effort to create accessible programming, which I will discuss at 

length in later chapters.  

 In 2007, the institution opened Sidney Harman Hall, which boasts 774 seats, a 

bar, a Member lounge, and a gift shop. The institution now holds a number of events 

 
68 Nakamura, David. “Wah Luck House maintains culture in dying D.C. Chinatown.” (Washington Post: 10 July 2011). 
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(both directly related to the productions and not) at Harman Hall and at the Klein Theatre. 

One of the theatre’s most popular programs is Free For All, in which the theatre stages a 

major Shakespeare production in Harman Hall, free of charge to audience members. The 

program has reached over 630,000 patrons.69 While the theatre’s mainstage artistic 

programming has become more accessible with initiatives like Free For All, the majority 

of the institution’s audience engagement programming falls under the Education and 

Engagement and Marketing departments.  

 Most of STC’s community engagement is centered around education 

programming. The Education and Engagement department runs a multitude of on and 

off-site programs and the department holds student matinees for every show, under the 

programs Shakespearience and District Shakespeare. In addition, staff run a semester-

long arts integration program for students and teachers called Text Alive!, which School 

Programs Manager Ashley Buster describes as:  

Ashley: Each semester, basically, they put together a show from beginning to end, 

go to their text analysis, understand the script, their costume design, their set 

design, their lighting design. They cast the show and get a chance to have a stage 

manager and they get to put that scene together from beginning to end to the full 

creative process. So, that's either 10 or fourteen workshops, depending on how 

long the classes are.70 

In addition, staff bring productions to schools (the 2019 season features Tiny Tempest and 

Mini Midsummer) and offer a range of workshops and residency programs, as well as 

curriculum guides. The theatre offers teen and adult classes, ranging from playwriting to 

 
69 http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/about/history-and-awards/stc-by-the-numbers/  
70 Ashley Buster. Interview, conducted by Emily Lathrop. 17 September 2019. 
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audition prep, as well as professional development opportunities and salons for adult 

learners. Uniquely, it runs a program called Teen Critic, which helps teenagers learn how 

to write critically about theatre and art. One of the major programs for the Education and 

Engagement department comes in the form of summer camps, which are for ages seven 

to 18 and run five days a week throughout the summer. As with Oregon Shakespeare, a 

significant portion of education programming functions as audience development, as 

programs are for profit, with the exception of District Shakespeare. 

 Outside of more traditional education programming, the Education and 

Engagement offers a number of programs meant to engage audiences and community 

members, such as customizable theatre workshops, backstage tours, after school 

workshops, career day chats, visiting student workshops, adult enrichment workshops, 

and professional development. Staff run Citizens for Shakespeare, which provides free 

tickets for community groups like N Street Village and Big Brothers Big Sisters, which is 

an extension of Free For All. Happenings at the Harman serves as a free showcase for DC 

community artists and each artist is programmed in conversation with a mainstage show. 

In addition, there is a Book Club, which invites attendees to read plays chosen to 

coordinate with the season’s productions. Similarly, the department also runs Prosecast, 

the theatre’s podcast, which I’ll explore more in chapter four. The Education and 

Engagement department also works with STC College Apprentices, which brings DC 

area college students to the theatre to get experience working in the arts.  

Shakespeare Theatre Company is one of the few theatres in the United States to 

offer an MFA: The Academy for Classical Acting. The yearlong program is fully 

accredited and partners with George Washington University. The curriculum features 
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classes on “acting, voice, rhetoric, text, movement, mask, the Alexander Technique, stage 

combat, clown, as well as dramatic literature, script analysis, and theatre history.”71 The 

ability to sustain an MFA program alongside regular programming and education 

initiatives speaks to STC’s place in the world of classical acting and training, as well as 

the capabilities of its staff.  

 Running a major classical theatre is no small feat but running one with such a 

variety of programming takes a substantial staff and a large budget. During the 2017-

2018 fiscal year, the theatre employed 564 people, worked with 1,500 volunteers, and 

had 43 voting members in their governing body.72At the end of the season, the 

institution’s net assets totaled $56,673,358. The theatre saw $21,437,608 in expenses, 

including $10,081,782 towards salaries, benefits, and other compensation for employees. 

The theatre’s total revenue came to $24,192,285. Tax documents show that $6,570,402 of 

that revenue came from productions, $1,538,803 from tour income and bookings, 

$1,084,889 from education programs, and $374,993 from concessions and other sales, 

while $14,072,309 came in the form of gifts, grants, contributions, and memberships.73 

That more than half of revenue falls under this category is striking, especially as theatres 

across the United States start to grapple with aging audiences and a decrease in 

subscribers.  

Shakespeare Theatre Company has reached 2.5 million people over 150 

productions, interacts with 15,000 people per year with education programming, and has 
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brought free productions to 630,000 people through Free For All. With 100 Helen Hayes 

Awards and one Regional Theatre Tony Award, Shakespeare Theatre Company has 

become a major regional theatre in the United States and is a key part of the DC theatre 

ecosystem. With the 2019-20 season marking the beginning of Simon Godwin’s tenure as 

Artistic Director, as well as featuring two of the three plays written by playwrights of 

color in the theatre’s history, it will be interesting to see how the theatre continues to 

expand its approach to Shakespeare and community engagement and how the institution 

moves towards a more equitable future.74 

 

Chicago Shakespeare Theater 

In only a few decades, Chicago Shakespeare Theater has become a major regional 

player in American theatre. Barbara Gaines started the theatre in 1986 as the Chicago 

Shakespeare Workshop, with performances in Lincoln Park’s Red Lion Pub. The 

company’s early productions included Henry V, Troilus and Cressida, and Anthony and 

Cleopatra, in addition to a number of events like Willpower! On Tour and Shakespeare’s 

Greatest Hits.75 In 1987, the company changed its name to Chicago Shakespeare 

Repertory before finally settling on the Chicago Shakespeare Theater in 1999. The 

institution landed on Navy Pier in the same year, building a brand-new facility to house 

the company.  

The building features three staging spaces: The Courtyard Theater, The Carl and 

Marilynn Thoma Theater Upstairs, and The Yard. At 500 seats, The Courtyard functions 

 
74 Ashley Buster. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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as Chicago Shakespeare’s main performance space. The theatre is loosely modeled off of 

The Globe and features three tiers of seating and a thrust stage. The Upstairs is CST’s 

black box, which allows multiple configurations of the space’s 200 seats. In 2017, the 

theatre opened its most versatile space, The Yard. The theatre allows for capacities 

ranging from 150 to 800 via nine mobile audience towers that can be reconfigured to suit 

the production.76 In addition, the theatre produces Shakespeare in the Parks across 

neighborhoods in Chicago every summer, further expanding its reach in the city. As 

noted on the institution’s website, the multiple spaces allow more flexibility to extend 

runs of successful shows, produce more shows at the same time, and to increase access to 

student matinees.77  

Chicago Shakespeare is one of the largest theatres in the Midwest, producing 

Shakespeare alongside modern plays and shows geared towards children. The theatre was 

awarded the 2008 regional Tony Award, a major accomplishment, and hosted the US 

premiere of the musical SIX in 2019. The musical about the six wives of Henry VIII 

garnered buzz for Chicago Shakespeare, selling out most of its four-month run before 

heading to American Repertory in Boston. The musical began previews on Broadway in 

March 2020 and continued to draw audiences in London before being postponed due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. While Chicago Shakespeare is known for producing quality 

productions, what sets the theatre apart from other theatres in the Midwest and nationally, 

is its education and audience enrichment programming.  

Chicago Shakespeare has been dedicated to producing accessible programming 

even before it landed at its current home on Navy Pier. Short! Shakespeare, an abridged 
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version geared towards students and families, began in the 1992-93 season with Julius 

Caesar and the company has kept students at the heart of what staff do. According to the 

education page, Chicago Shakespeare reaches upwards of 40,000 students each year 

between on-site programming and touring productions.78 While the specifics of each 

program will be discussed in later chapters, it is important to note just how expansive this 

programming is for both teachers and students. Though Chicago Shakespeare programs 

more traditional paratheatrical engagement events like talkbacks, the bulk of engagement 

initiatives are educational and are geared towards community members. 

The institution offers free one-day workshops, online resources for teaching 

Shakespeare, and an on-site library for teaching resources. The prominent program, Bard 

Core, is a free year-long program which provides teachers with Professional 

Development Hours (PDH)/ Continuing Professional Development Unit (CPDU) credits 

and two Lane Credits. Started in 2003, the program provides participating Chicago Public 

School teachers with eight workshops over the course of the year, covering performance 

and text-based approaches to Shakespeare and other texts. While any teacher can take 

part in one-day workshops at the theatre, Bard Core is exclusively for Chicago Public 

School teachers who teach English, Special Education, and ESL. Upon completion, 

teachers are invited to join Hard Core Bard Core, a professional development initiative 

for Bard Core alumni.79  

Chicago’s programming for students has grown since its arrival at Navy Pier, 

offering both student matinees and an educational tour. One of the main programs, CPS 
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Shakespeare!, has grown into Shakespeare Slam, a competition that includes students 

from 50 high schools across Chicago:  

“Following a Saturday workshop, each team, comprised of 2 to 8 students, 

prepares two performance pieces to be performed at a Saturday Regional Bout: 

first, a Shakespeare scene selected by the team; and, second, a creative 

exploration inspired by a single play that the entire SLAM community focuses on 

together—this year, The Comedy of Errors, the play that CST will stage for tens 

of thousands of students next winter. The top-scoring teams advance to perform in 

a Final Bout, which takes place on December 9, 2019, at Chicago Shakespeare 

Theater.”80 

In addition to Shakespeare Slam, the theatre holds regular student matinees and 

talkbacks, inviting students to engage directly with the cast of each production. For Sara 

B.T. Thiel, Public Humanities Manager at Chicago Shakespeare, it’s important that 

students know that not only are the welcome at CST, but that they are genuinely wanted 

there:  

“We try so hard to make sure that it’s a positive experience for them. On the front 

end when they come into the theatre, we break them up into small groups of you 

know, sometimes there’s as many as 30, but we try to keep them in smaller 

groups- say “Hello! Welcome to Chicago Shakespeare! This is what you’re going 

to see today.” You know, just tell them a little bit about what they can anticipate 

and answer whatever questions they might have. It’s not one on one time but it’s 

some non-herd time. Teenagers are not often welcome in public spaces, groups of 

 
80 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/education/student_programs/shakespeareslam 
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teenagers are not often welcome in public spaces, and so we try really hard to 

make sure that they come here and that they feel welcomed.”81 

Listening to staff members at the theatre talk about programming, it is no surprise that in 

2014, the theatre was awarded with the National Arts and Humanities Youth Program 

Award by First Lady Michelle Obama. The award was specifically for their work with 

CPS Shakespeare!, which invited Chicago Public School teachers and students to 

participate in a five-week rehearsal process with professionals to “prepare a fully 

designed production, culminating in two performances on Chicago Shakespeare’s 

mainstage in the Courtyard Theater.”82 In addition to education programs, CST also 

features a wide range of audience enrichment programming, which I will discuss in later 

chapters.  

As with each theatre in this project, this commitment is connected at its core with 

the promotion of Shakespeare as something beneficial to the community, as Artistic 

Director Barbara Gaines stated on an episode of The Folger Shakespeare Library’s 

Shakespeare Unlimited podcast:  

“Well, I can tell you that our guiding philosophy is an inclusive philosophy. 

We've been in the present building that we're in now for about 17 or 18 years. It's 

on Navy Pier, which is the Midwest's most visited tourist attraction. And we saw, 

before we moved to this space, Criss Henderson and I looked at the city from this 

beautiful pier, and we realized that the last thing we wanted was for Shakespeare 

to be elite. And so, as we looked at this beautiful city, and we realized they were 

building this building for us, that it had to be for everyone. That we had to bring 

 
81 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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in suburban and many inner-city schools. That we had to bring in as many 

different people, as much as we could, because Shakespeare has the greatest range 

of human sympathy, of human empathy, than any writer who's ever written.”83 

The theatre’s innovative programming is the result of promoting the idea that 

Shakespeare is for everyone (and that everyone can and should enjoy him) because he, as 

Gaines states, has “the greatest range of human sympathy, of human empathy” of any 

writer. This is of course incredibly overstated, as sympathy and empathy in 

Shakespeare’s plays rarely extend beyond the figure of the white, heterosexual, able-

bodied male. However, this sentiment is widely circulated in theatre, particularly as a 

marketing and fundraising tactic, which directly supports the financial health of the 

institution.  

In 2017-18, Chicago Shakespeare Theater ended its fiscal year with $61,321,750 

in assets and $20,659,531 in liabilities for net assets of $40,662,219. The institution’s 

expenses amounted to $17,654,628, of which $9,847,270 went towards staff salaries, 

wages, and benefits. The theatre received $17,360,981 in contributions and grants, from 

institutions like Boeing and The Shubert Foundation.84 The theatre made $25,707,225 in 

total revenue, $7,537,641 of which came from ticket sales (not to mention the $226,548 

in revenue from ticketing fees).85 This is up from $19,399,190 in total revenue for the 

2016-17 fiscal year, and $17,947,656 for 2015-16. With an increase in both assets and 

revenue, Chicago Shakespeare is thriving and seems to be growing every year. For a 

 
83  “Shakespeare 400 Chicago: Barbara Gaines.” Shakespeare Unlimited, episode 71, from The Folger Shakespeare Library, 18 April 
2017.   
84Chicago Shakespeare Theatre. Annual Fund Donors, 2018/19. 
85 United States. Department of the Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. Form 990. ProPublica. 
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/363467607/201940429349300104/IRS990  
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theatre that only opened its main space 19 years ago, it’s astounding how much Chicago 

Shakespeare has been able to accomplish regionally and nationally. 

 

The American Shakespeare Center 

The American Shakespeare Center is the newest of the theatres included in this 

project. The theatre started its life as a traveling troupe called the Shenandoah 

Shakespeare Express in 1988. Founded by Jim Warren and Ralph Alan Cohen, the troupe 

performed in 47 states, one U.S. territory, and six countries by the time they built the 

Blackfriars playhouse in 2001.86 The playhouse regularly produces the work of 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries, as well as new works. The theatre boasts a number 

of education programs, an academic conference, partners with the MFA in Shakespeare 

and Performance at Mary Baldwin and is dedicated to using original practices in 

productions. For the theatre, the goal is “to make good our claim to be Shakespeare’s 

American Home.”87 While this phrasing might seem silly (Shakespeare is dead, after all), 

the ASC and its hometown of Staunton, Virginia do provide a specific kind of nostalgic 

home for Shakespearean performance in the United States. 

Staunton, Virginia, settled in 1732, was named for Lady Rebecca Staunton, the 

wife of Governor Sir William Gooch. The town served as the capital of the Northwest 

Territory from 1738 to 1770 and the town was incorporated in 1801.88 The 1850s saw the 

arrival of the Virginia Central Railroad, setting the town up to be a supply base for the 

Confederacy during the Civil War. The town is full of real historical sites as well as 

 
86 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/history/  
87 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/history/  
88 https://www.ci.staunton.va.us/government/history  
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reproductions. President Woodrow Wilson was born in Staunton and the town features 

his Presidential Library and Museum. The town holds Virginia’s Frontier Culture 

Museum, Confederate trails, Trinity Episcopal Church, a replica of Anne Hathaway’s 

cottage, and, as Paul Menzer has noted, a Victorian Festival that is for some reason held 

on Shakespeare’s birthday.89 Near ASC stands The Dixie Theater, which opened in 1913. 

As Menzer has discussed, the cinema regularly hosted blackface performers or showed 

films of them. 90 While the cinema has been empty for a few years, there is currently a 

plan to renovate and reopen as a community space, along with the Arcadia building 

downtown: "Bring them back in the service of young people, people of color, millennials, 

young families...and really the future of Staunton can have a home, a cultural home, in 

those buildings."91 Like many cities in the south, community members and institutions in 

Staunton are thinking intentionally about the future of the city and ASC certainly plays a 

part in that future.  

Staunton, Virginia is a fascinating place to produce Shakespeare with original 

practices because the town is connected to three distinct time periods. The first, 

Elizabethan England. This is prevalent in the space of The American Shakespeare Center, 

both in the architecture of the theatre and in the rules of performance, as well as in the 

town, which has produced a replica of Anne Hathaway’s house. The second, colonial 

North America. Staunton resides in Virginia, the first colony and one of the original 13 

states of The United States of America and is in fact a colonial town. Third, the Civil War 

and the Confederacy. The town served as a major transportation hub for the Confederacy 

 
89 Paul Menzer. Shakespeare in the Theatre: The American Shakespeare Center (London: Arden, 2017) 27. 
90 Menzer 59 
91 Hannah Hall. New life coming to buildings in downtown Staunton. ABC. WHSV, Staunton, Virginia, 23 July 2019. Television. 
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and there are traces of this around town, from trails to the Stonewall Jackson Hotel, 

where tourists can stay when they come to visit The American Shakespeare Center. The 

hotel opened in 1924 and was designed in the Colonial Revivalist style, merging colonial 

nostalgia with that of the Civil War, given the hotel’s namesake.92 The town has recently 

made efforts to combat lauding this history by offering an African American Heritage 

tour. 93 When building relationships with community members and other institutions in 

town, ASC has to navigate each aspect of the town’s history and how it affects current 

and future audiences and perceptions of Shakespeare.  

The American Shakespeare Center regularly produces up to 14 shows a year in 

repertory, using three companies of actors, and employs original practices for each show. 

Though the theatre opened the reconstructed Blackfriars in 2001, the institution has kept 

to its roots and continues to tour productions around the United States, reaching up to 

20,000 audience members per year on the road.94 In 2009, the theatre was given the 

Governor’s Arts Award and was awarded the Shakespeare Steward Award by the Folger 

Shakespeare Library in 2013. By 2018, the theatre had reached almost two million people 

over the course of 286 productions.95 The theatre’s mission is “to recover the joys and 

accessibility of Shakespeare’s theatre, language, and humanity by exploring the English 

Renaissance stage and its practices through performance and education.”96 This mission 

becomes most clear in the theatre’s numerous education and community outreach 

programs, which make up the bulk of the theatre’s engagement programming. 

 
92 https://www.stonewalljacksonhotel.com/about/history/  
93 https://visitstaunton.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Staunton_AfAmericanbrochure_toprint_10k.pdf  
94 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/history/  
95 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/history/  
96 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/about/  
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The theatre boasts a robust education department, reaching primary and secondary 

school students, college students, adult learners, and academics. For school age children, 

the theatre offers students matinees as well as Homeschool Days, a program which offers 

students matinees to homeschool families and co-ops. The program features “a 

performance and actor talkback, lunch at the Stonewall Jackson, and a suite of workshops 

with our award-winning education team.”97 The theatre offers a range of workshops at the 

theatre under the program SHXcademies, as well as in school residencies. Director of 

Education Sarah Enloe spoke with me about the reach of the program:  

Emily: How many students would you say you work with a year or a season? 

Sarah: In the student matinee program, we’re around 11,000 students. In the 

workshops that we deliver on the road and in house, we’re probably about 5,000 

students, and then for those community events I have no idea, but we had 

hundreds of students this weekend at the birthday party.98  

American Shakespeare Center reaches a large number of students, especially for its 

institutional size. These numbers become even larger when taking into account one of the 

theatre’s most successful programs: the ASC Theatre Camp.  

One of the theatre’s largest programs is the ASC Theatre Camp, which takes place 

over the course of two sessions each summer. The program partners with Mary Baldwin 

University and in many ways serves to prepare high school students for their college 

experience, should they choose to attend. Students stay on campus at Mary Baldwin and 

train with theatre professionals and academics, eventually putting on three productions. 

Students are able to earn three college credits from Mary Baldwin University, if they 

 
97 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/education/student-matinees/homeschool-days/  
98 Sarah Enloe. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 1 October 2019. 
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choose to enroll in the camp’s companion course. Similarly, the theatre offers internships 

for students who would like to stay on for an extra week to gain further experience. Since 

starting, the program has reached more than 1,200 students.99  

The theatre has a close relationship with Mary Baldwin. In addition to hosting the 

summer camps, Mary Baldwin partners with the theatre for the Shakespeare and 

Performance MFA program, directed by Paul Menzer, which I will discuss in chapter 

three. The theatre also has a consortium:  

“The Consortium allows schools and universities to bank dollars with the ASC, 

which can be used to pay for any service – Leadership Training, ASC on Tour 

residencies, student matinees, and more. In addition, Consortium members get a 

seat on the Consortium Board which meets yearly (your travel, lodging, and 

performance tickets covered by us) to brainstorm potential ASC programming.”100 

American Shakespeare Center is dedicated to fostering and producing scholarship. Every 

other year, the theatre organizes The Blackfriars Conference in the fall, which invites 

scholars and practitioners to Staunton to give talks, participate in workshops, and discuss 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries both in the early modern period and today. It also 

serves as a venue for academics and practitioners to build relationships with each other 

and to foster collaboration. 

Apart from the Blackfriars Conference, American Shakespeare Center offers a 

number of opportunities for adult learners. Like many theatres, they offer teaching 

seminars, which take place over the course of the season and are generally tied to each 

play and tend to promote Shakespeare as universally accessible. In addition, the staff lead 

 
99 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/camp/about-the-camp/  
100 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/education/consortium/  
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corporate training sessions which explore leadership through Shakespeare’s texts and 

theatrical skills. While these sessions can become expensive, the theatre offers a number 

of accessible programming to its audiences. After every Thursday performance, there is a 

free talkback and almost every Sunday there is Discovery Space, a behind the scenes look 

at how productions are created at ASC that audiences can attend for free. The theatre also 

invites audience members to learn from ASC’s founder Dr. Ralph Cohen in a program 

called Dr. Ralph Presents. These programs will be a prominent feature of the next 

chapter, as they frame and promote a specific brand of Shakespeare.  

 The American Shakespeare Center is invested in its community and producing 

Shakespeare and does so on a relatively small budget. The total revenue on the theatre’s 

2017 tax form totaled $3,535,181, which includes $635,848 in grants and contributions, 

$84,000 of which came from government funding. The theatre made $1,913,820 from 

productions at Blackfriars, $455,288 from education programs, and $414,467 from 

touring productions. In the same year, the theatre saw $3,665,222 in expenses. Within 

these expenses, $1,698,465 went towards salaries, benefits, and other compensation for 

its 112 employees.101 In comparison to the budgets of the other four theatres included in 

this project, it is impressive how many programs the ASC is able to run successfully each 

season. 

American Shakespeare Center is one of few repertory companies in the United 

States and is the only one dedicated to original practices. In 2018, Ethan McSweeney was 

named as the new Artistic Director of the theatre after co-founder Jim Warren stepped 

 
101United States. Department of the Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. Form 990. ProPublica. 
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down. McSweeney was previously Shakespeare Theatre Company’s associate director 

and, according to The Washington Post, was under consideration to succeed Michael 

Kahn at STC.102 It is a fitting link, since both theatres partner with MFA programs and 

are invested in producing specific visions of Shakespeare, though quite different. 

American Shakespeare’s website states that “The American Shakespeare Center is 

Shakespeare’s American Home – a beacon for all to feel more alive through the 

experience of Shakespeare, changing lives one encounter at a time.”103 For ASC, 

Shakespeare is transformative, for audiences, practitioners, community members, and 

academics. 

 

Conclusion 

Nonprofit theatres can be key institutions in communities, providing audiences 

and community members a space to come together to see art and engage civically. The 

theatres included in this project fall on a spectrum of this kind of engagement. Oregon 

Shakespeare is one of, if not the, most central institution to Ashland, Oregon and has a 

direct effect on the financial health of the city. The Public Theater is a New York 

mainstay, one that regularly branches out into the city to engage with community 

members and offers a variety of free programming. Chicago Shakespeare is a major 

player in Chicago’s school districts and while the theatre features other engagement 

programming, education is its core focus. Shakespeare Theatre Company has affected the 

business growth of Penn Quarter in DC and is expanding engagement and education 

 
102Nelson Pressley. “Ethan McSweeny to head American Shakespeare Center in Staunton, Va.” The Washington Post. 26 June 2018. 
103 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/about/  
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programming constantly to build relationships with DC public schools and community 

partners. American Shakespeare Center has combined its focus on original practices and 

education to foster discussions of Shakespeare between audiences, students, and 

academics. Furthermore, each of these theatres began as a smaller troupe, focused on 

bringing accessible performances of Shakespeare to community members.  

An essential thread that ties these theatres together is the contemporary work 

produced in tandem with Shakespeare’s plays. Oregon Shakespeare and American 

Shakespeare operate under a more traditional repertory model, featuring resident 

company members across multiple shows each season. While The Public, Chicago 

Shakespeare, and Shakespeare Theatre certainly hire certain actors regularly, whether 

they are company members or not, they are usually not cast members of more than one 

show at once. Each of these institutions places value in producing modern playwrights 

and lyricists alongside Shakespeare. As Joe Papp insisted, “In order to make Shakespeare 

alive, you have to be in the contemporary theater- each aspect enriches the other.”104 

Peter Brook recently touched on something similar on the Folger’s Shakespeare 

Unlimited podcast while discussing the RSC: “It was called with this terrible name, the 

Shakespeare Memorial Theatre. That's already the kiss of death on a production if you 

know it's going to be at the ‘Memorial.’”105 Papp and Brook both recognize that 

Shakespeare productions that overly laud the playwright, that memorialize him without 

actively engaging with how each play fits into the here and now, will not be successful. 

This is something Simon Godwin, Artistic Director of STC, has acknowledged as well:  

 
104 Turan and Papp 173. 
105 “Peter Brook.” Shakespeare Unlimited, episode 134, The Folger Shakespeare Library, 10 December 2019. 
https://www.folger.edu/shakespeare-unlimited/peter-brook  
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“It’s difficult to fill up a house with our house programming, or classical 

programs...Having said that, as I get clearer about the art, I get clearer about my 

aims. So, I feel motivated, empowered rather than daunted.”106 

By producing new work and American classics alongside Shakespeare, Shakespeare 

theatres in the United States not only bolster his status as a relevant playwright in the 21st 

century, but also capitalize on his cultural currency to bring new and exciting works to 

their audiences. Producing playwrights like Branden Jacobs-Jenkins (who was recently 

named Oregon Shakespeare’s final commissioned artist for the American Revolutions 

cycle) alongside Shakespeare makes a strong statement about whose work is vital to 

American theatre. This model of producing new, boundary-pushing work alongside 

Shakespeare is only strengthened by pairing it with extensive audience and community 

engagement programs. However, it is important to note that though this production model 

certainly helps broaden definitions of what Shakespeare is and who Shakespearean 

performance can be for, each theatre and artistic director does utilize universalizing 

language in order to rationalize the playwright’s placement at the core of each institution.  

While these five theatres vary in location, age, and size, each institution discussed 

here features a range of community, audience, educational, and digital engagement 

programs, though where each fall under the structure of the institution changes. Chicago 

Shakespeare places most of its engagement and public humanities programming under 

the Education department. Though many of the programs take place outside of schools, 

this structural choice frames Chicago Shakespeare’s audience outreach as educational in 

 
106 Peter Marks. “How do you sell Shakespeare in 2020? The Englishman newly heading a storied D.C. theater has a playbook.” The 
Washington post, 5 March 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/theater_dance/how-do-you-sell-shakespeare-in-
2020-the-englishman-newly-heading-a-storied-dc-theater-has-a-playbook/2020/03/04/24fb1d98-5d59-11ea-9055-
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nature. Shakespeare Theatre Company has recently restructured, creating a new 

department in Engagement and Education. STC’s restructuring allows for both sides of 

the department to have its own dedicated staff, while at the same time fostering 

collaboration between educational programming and community outreach. At Oregon 

Shakespeare and American Shakespeare Center, programs cross between the Education 

and Artistic departments. This split occurs most often with paratheatrical events, which 

generally feature cast and crew members and fall under the jurisdiction of the Artistic 

department. The Public stands out in this list because it is the only theatre included that 

does not have an education department. While much of its programming can be thought 

of as educational, the institution organizes their programming as Artistic projects, 

forming multiple teams: Public Forum, Public Works, Public Shakespeare Initiative, and 

Public Square. The Public’s programming, then, sees engagement as artistic at its core, 

bringing audience and community members into the artistic process. 

Together, these theatres’ budgets exceed one hundred million dollars and receive 

grants and donations from major foundations, employing hundreds of full-time staff, in 

addition to contracted staff per show, and volunteers. Each institution interacts with 

thousands of students and teachers and offers accredited professional development 

programs and are often a student’s first point of contact with Shakespeare and, 

sometimes, with theatre in general. The staff who run these programs are the frontline for 

how Shakespeare is perceived and dispersed in the United States and their work not only 

matters but reveals a great deal about how Shakespeare’s place in US society is 

perpetuated.  
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The amount of labor that goes into engagement and education programming at 

each of these institutions is immense. In addition to regular working days, staff members 

regularly work past designated hours to make sure programs run smoothly. Drew 

Broussard, former Public Forum Producer, discussed this in relation to Public Forum’s 

yearly event in the park:  

Drew: The events really are exhausting. You get to the park the night before, after 

the show comes down, do the lights overnight, go home to sleep for a little while, 

and you’re back at 9am. 

Emily: Getting everything ready. 

Drew: And then you’re there until midnight.  

Emily: And then you have to take it down. 

Drew: Yeah. Which don’t get me wrong, in the moment, I’m like “YEAH, I LIVE 

FOR THIS” and then I’m like “I need to sleep for a week.”  

Emily: Yeah and “I don’t have time to sleep for a week.”  

Drew: *laughs* exactly!107 

Theatre as an industry has a tendency to become all-consuming, in part because many 

theatres are understaffed and because current staff members generally care deeply about 

the institution’s values and vision. Most of the programs discussed in this project are run 

by a small team of people, many of whom have hands in other projects at the theatre.  

These five theatres are dedicated to audience and community engagement. I 

distinguish the two because, while they of course have crossover, audiences and 

communities are not the same thing. An audience is generally composed of people who 

 
107Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 15 July 2019. 
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have attended and/or patronized the theatre in-person or digitally. Engaging with a 

current audience often takes the form of paratheatrical discussions, lectures, and affinity 

spaces. These programs serve to build stronger ties with current audience members, 

offering spaces for dialogue so audiences can voice their experiences and so the 

institution can (hopefully) listen. Communities are groups of people who live in the 

surrounding area, who might have particular characteristics that tie them together. 

Community engagement often comes in the form of education programming, forums, and 

partnerships. This form of engagement is about building relationships, sharing 

institutional resources, and making the theatre accessible to communities who in the past 

may have felt unwelcome or that the theatre is not for them.  

Community engagement is key to audience development, but it cannot, especially 

for nonprofit theatres who claim to value this work, exist solely to develop audiences. 

Theatres need to be okay with community members potentially attending outreach events 

and never buying tickets to see a show or finding value in Shakespeare: community 

engagement for financial reward is not community engagement. Donna Walker-Kuhne 

touches on this in her book on audience development, Invitation to the Party: Building 

Bridges to the Arts, Culture and Community: “Real audience development work is labor-

intensive; it requires that you get in the trenches. A long-term process by nature, it also 

requires sensitivity, tenacity, persistence and courage.”108 The following chapters focus 

on the people at each of these theatres who are in the trenches doing this work and how 

this work, and the systems that dictate its boundaries, helps sustain the Shakespeare 

industry in the United States through myths of universality. 

 
108 Donna Walker-Kuhne, Invitation to the Party: Building Bridges to the Arts, Culture and Community. (New York, Theatre 

Communications Group, Inc, 2005) 11. 
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 Chapter Two: “The people must have their voices:” Forms and Effects of 

Paratheatrical Events  

Performance and reception scholars have debated the place of the audience over 

the last century. While many contend that the presence of an audience is what constitutes 

a theatrical event or an act of theatre, scholars and theatre artists continue to lament 

audience behaviors, branding the majority of audiences as passive consumers who are 

disengaged both politically and artistically.109 I am unsettled by the common assertion 

that modern (and particularly mainstream) audiences are somehow lesser because of 

learned ways of viewing. Like Jacques Rancière, I contend that audiences are always 

actively participating in a production, even if they are spectating in a quiet, dark 

proscenium configuration at a mainstream Shakespeare theatre. The urge of many 

practitioners and scholars to somehow free audiences from the confines of “passive” 

 
109 For more on audience behavior and policing, see Kirsty Sedgman’s The Reasonable Audience: Theatre Etiquette, Behavior 
Policing, and the Live Performance Experience (Cham: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018). 
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reception is reductive and not only ignores the responses of those spectators, but also 

shows a deep distrust of the audience. A theatre does not need to overcome its audience, 

lulled into complacency by mainstream and classical theatre. A lack of interest in any 

given production or institution is a valid response and does not stem from a deficiency in 

the audience. However, I suspect that this dissatisfaction with audience behavior and urge 

to reclaim the kind of civic engagement at the heart of Greek theatre has led artists and 

theatrical institutions to create paratheatrical programming in order to “activate” modern 

audiences.  

For the purposes of this project, I define paratheatrical events as events and/or 

programs designed and implemented by a theatrical institution that are meant to 

supplement its artistic and engagement missions. While these events take place at most 

theatres in the United States, they are a prominent feature of classical institutions and at 

theatres primarily focused on producing Shakespeare. Using Sauter’s theatrical event and 

Bennett’s outer frame, this chapter argues that though paratheatrical events are marketed 

as beneficial spaces for the audience, they primarily exist to bolster, justify, and continue 

Shakespeare’s prominence within American theatre. In order to do so, artistic, marketing, 

and development staff at theatres rely on and perpetuate the myth of Shakespeare’s 

universality and in doing so, elide issues of access, race, gender, sexuality, and disability. 

Ultimately, for Shakespeare theatres to provide the paratheatrical programming espoused 

in institutional missions and on grant applications, institutions must move away from the 

hierarchical structures currently in place to more participatory models, like those created 

by Nina Simon.   
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The UK has a longer history of this kind of programming, particularly tied to 

Matthew Arnold’s culture and civilization campaigns in the 1800s, which focused on “the 

civilising powers of the arts, and the belief that they could counteract the ‘anarchic’ 

tendencies of society and thus contribute to the maintenance of social order.”110 While 

this history is connected to the creation of the Arts Council in post-war Britain, the 

United States does not see a rise in paratheatrical events until the mid-twentieth century. 

Caroline Heim locates the first major audience discussion series in 1959 at the Actors’ 

Playhouse in New York and these discussions were moderated and held weekly after 

performances. In 1973, The Manhattan Theatre Club began their post-show discussion 

series, which as Heim notes, was advertised in The New York Times. Post-show 

discussions, particularly at off-Broadway houses, were popular until the 1980s, a decline 

which Heim connects to the rise in musicals and spectacle in New York theatres. 

However, these events saw a comeback in the early 2000s.”111  

Charting the history of paratheatrical events is particularly difficult for a number 

of reasons. First, freestanding groups like amateur troupes, coterie circles, theatre 

societies, and Shakespeare societies feature similar forms of engagement with 

performances and Shakespeare but are not directly tied to a theatrical institution. Second, 

due to the nature of theatre marketing and of attendance, physical records and firsthand 

accounts of paratheatrical events have not been prioritized, meaning there’s less of it in 

library archives and more of it in institutional archives. This is one reason theatres and 

scholars need to be in deeper conversation with each other. Third, while paratheatrical 

 
110 Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett. The Social Impact of the Arts: An Intellectual History.(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008) 136. 
111 Caroline Heim. “‘Argue with Us!’: Audience Co-Creation through Post-Performance Discussions.” New Theatre Quarterly, vol. 
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events were certainly taking place outside of New York and London (The National began 

“platforms” in 1963, which evolved from staged readings to talkbacks by the 1970s), the 

focus on these two cities as the birthplace of post-show discussions elides programming 

happening elsewhere. For instance, Oregon Shakespeare Festival began its 

Shakespearean Summer School in 1949, which ultimately became the theatre’s Institute 

of Renaissance Studies in 1953, offering “courses, seminars, and lectures about the plays 

produced on stage each season.”112 While this program varies slightly from those 

discussed by Heim in New York, it does provide an earlier example of paratheatrical 

programming at a US theatre. 

Currently, there has not been a major study of how post-show programming 

evolved at major theatres in the United States, let alone community and smaller regional 

houses. Though the history of paratheatrical programming in American theatres is not the 

focus of this chapter or project, I am struck by the possibility that the programming at 

OSF represents an earlier instance of these events in the US. The history of engagement 

programming that Heim charts begins in New York at off-Broadway theatres, which 

prompts me to ask: how does paratheatrical programming change at institutions devoted 

to a single author like Shakespeare?    

 In addition to using Sauter and Bennett’s formulations of theatrical and reception 

structure, I turn to Jerzy Grotowski and paratheatre. Grotowski essentializes the theatrical 

experience as what transpires between performer and spectator and his work is deeply 

concerned with how to bridge the perceived gap between them to get to something deeper 

and communal. During performances of Apocalypsis Cum Figuris in 1969, Grotowski 

 
112  Kathleen F. Leary and Amy E. Richard. Images of America: Oregon Shakespeare Festival (Charleston: Arcadia, 2009) 37. 
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invited audience members to join him and members of The Laboratory Theatre in a post-

show discussion. As Richard Schechner notes, these meetings between “members of the 

Laboratory Theatre and former spectators, now participants” influenced his creation of 

“paratheatre.”113 This shift to “paratheatre” solidified after Grotowski published Holiday: 

The Day That Is Holy in 1973, in which he claims that certain words, like theater and 

audience, are dead and that practitioners and theorists need to reconceptualize these terms 

and performance.114 Paratheatre focused on communal experiences that attempted to 

bridge the aforementioned gap between performer and spectator. As Paul Allain explains, 

Grotowski “believed everyone has innate creativity: rather than just watching other 

people acting; rather than reading books that other people have written; rather than 

watching other people on stage and films, we can all be active creators.”115 Grotowski’s 

paratheatre featured intensive workshops that eventually became popular throughout the 

1970s. While events focused primarily on artistic workshops, his concept of paratheatre 

transfers well onto the kind of engagement programming currently happening in US 

theatres. As I’ll argue throughout this chapter, these events and programs ultimately serve 

to enhance not only the artistic experience for the audience, but also to support the 

institution’s vision of Shakespeare and are thus paratheatrical. While these events are 

paratheatrical for audience members, the term also encompasses the way institutions 

frame and implement programming.  

 Using Sauter’s theatrical event and Bennett’s outer frame to explore the types of 

in-person paratheatrical events at each theatre, this chapter primarily investigates how 

 
113 Richard Schechner. The Grotowski Sourcebook, ed. Lisa Wolford and Richad Schechner. (New York: Routledge, 1997) 207.  
114Jerzy Grotowski and Boleslaw Taborski. “Holiday.” The Drama Review: TDR, vol. 17, no. 2, 1973, pp. 113–135.  
115Paul Allain. Interview. Conducted by Phil Cleaves, 17 November 2017.  
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programs function institutionally and serves to promote Shakespeare as a public 

commodity that is morally good. As Rumbold argues, “The founding imperatives of these 

organizations- variously, to preserve, conserve, disseminate, or be a faithful replica- 

create the impression that their buildings safeguard something of intrinsic importance.”116 

While performances have a substantial effect on audiences and perceptions of 

Shakespeare in the United States, I argue that paratheatrical events like the ones covered 

in this chapter expand the theatrical event and Bennett’s outer frame, ultimately having 

just as much of an effect (if not more so) on American perceptions of Shakespeare and 

serve to rationalize why Shakespeare and Shakespeare-focused institutions are not only 

worth the money and attention of audience members, but also the money and attention of 

foundations and donors. By relying on the myth of Shakespeare’s universality, the 

programs help further notions of Shakespeare’s importance and prominence, even while 

they work to trouble his place in America’s theatrical canon. This tension arises partly 

because of funding and institutional structures. While the staff connected to these 

initiatives do a great deal of labor to try and present the complex issues involved with 

producing and discussing Shakespeare today, a substantial amount of funding for theatre 

programming arises from the cultural prominence of Shakespeare. What results then is a 

struggle between wanting to put pressure on what Shakespeare means and who his work 

is for and the urge to continue promoting his supposed universality for the purposes of 

funding, marketing, and audience outreach.    

I have organized this chapter by the type of paratheatrical engagement rather than 

by institution in order to highlight the various approaches each institution has to similar 

 
116Kate Rumbold. From "Access" to "Creativity": Shakespeare Institutions, New Media, and the Language of Cultural Value.” 
Shakespeare Quarterly, 61, 3, 2010, 313-33. 314. 
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programming while at the same time exploring the differences between program types. 

Each paratheatrical format offers something specific to audiences- by providing multiple 

ways to engage with any given production and the theatre at large, each institution 

expands its potential engagement. As Grotwoski posits in Towards a Poor Theatre, “the 

essential concern is finding the proper spectator-actor relationship for each type of 

performance and embodying the decision in physical arrangements.”117 While he is 

referencing audience-actor configurations in the playing space, this can be expanded to 

paratheatrical events; each theatre must decide the best format to accompany a production 

and to present the work in a way that upholds the institution’s mission. While programs 

discussed in this chapter can fit into a variety of categories, I have placed them under 

three headings (pre-show, post-show, and special humanities events) in order to provide a 

through line.  

The chapter structure reflects the order an audience member might experience 

paratheatrical events in, beginning with pre-show programming. This type of event 

generally falls under the umbrella of audience engagement, as it is commonly 

programmed to accompany current productions, and usually takes the form of lectures, 

given either by staff or invited guests. Additionally, this section includes pre-show 

accessibility programs like Chicago Shakespeare’s Touch Tours. Bennett’s outer frame 

includes the experiences audience members have prior to attending a performance and 

while she does not explicitly include pre-show events in her formulation, they directly 

affect an audience member’s reception of the production, as well as the accessibility of 

the theatrical event itself. As Stephen Purcell notes, “audiences are literally as well as 

 
117Jerzy Grotowski. Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Eugenio Barba. (New York: Routledge, 2002).  20.  
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metaphorically ‘constructed’ by the process which brings them to the theatre: pricing, 

scheduling, advertising campaigns, marketing, theatre architecture, Front of House 

routines, and so forth.”118 How theatres structure the audience experience before, during, 

and after a production affects not only their experience of the work itself and the theatre 

as an institution, but also impacts their conceptualization of Shakespeare and expectations 

for future interactions.  

The next section investigates post-show programming, primarily talkbacks and 

post-show discussions. While each institution features some form of this type of 

paratheatrical event, each structures and schedules them differently and produces a 

specific kind of conversation around Shakespeare. Furthermore, these events differ within 

the same institution. For instance, The Public offers post-show discussions for 

performances at Astor Place and after Mobile Unit performances. For the 2019 tour of 

Measure for Measure, the Mobile Unit hired teaching artists to welcome audiences into 

each tour location and to facilitate the experience from beginning to end. Notably, these 

post-show discussions do not feature the cast or crew of the production. Rather, the 

facilitator maintains the personal relationship with the audience built from the start, 

which lends the post-show discussion a friendlier feel, as if the facilitator is another 

audience member attending the production. This format provides space to fill out 

experience surveys, inviting audiences to go into further detail about their thoughts on the 

performance and on The Mobile Unit. Though many theatres have moved away from 

paper surveys, it is important to note that in-person post-show engagement does not need 

to be vocal and can take place in other formats. The difference between Public Forum and 

 
118 Stephen Purcell. Shakespeare and the Audience in Practice. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013) 148. 
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Mobile Unit events is striking and speaks to the way The Public imagines the audience 

for each space. As I’ll discuss, the paratheatrical events at Astor Place are more 

structured and focus on bringing a specific kind of expertise and dialogue into post-show 

conversations while Mobile Unit paratheatrical events spend a great deal of energy 

cultivating trust with audience members so they feel comfortable and empowered to 

voice their response to the production and Shakespeare in general.  

The third section focuses on one-night-only, humanities, and artistic paratheatrical 

events. This segment features miscellaneous engagement programs that are not tied to a 

production being staged and that do not fall under educational engagement, but that 

nonetheless exist to draw audiences to the institution. These paratheatrical events range 

from civic dialogues and invited speakers to community workshops and special 

performances and tend to merge audience and community engagement with audience 

development, often doubling as fundraising opportunities. While these programs may not 

explicitly connect to productions, I argue that they are a part of the outer frame because 

they are designed to supplement current and future programming, both in content and in 

funding. In addition, the humanities events included in this chapter serve to present each 

theatre as a center of academic and artistic knowledge, fostering relationships with 

audiences through the discussion and analysis of Shakespeare. Shakespeare, through 

these events, transforms from a theatrical and cultural icon into a political figure who 

activates audience civic engagement in their local and global communities.  

While performance scholars have used engagement events as case studies to 

investigate how audiences receive a performance (Wilmar Sauter’s Theatre Talks is a 

prime example of this), my purpose in studying these events and programs is not to 
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discuss reception from actual audience members. Rather, I am interested in how a 

theatre’s paratheatrical programming creates a network of engagement that works to 

present a product in partnership with audiences, which is, in the case of this project, a 

specific brand of Shakespeare. These programs affect and are affected by the horizons of 

expectations described by Hans Robert Jauss:  

“A literary work, even when it appears to be new, does not present itself as 

something absolutely new in an informational vacuum, but predisposes its 

audience to a very specific kind of reception by announcements, overt and covert 

signals, familiar characteristics, or implicit allusions.”119  

While Jauss’s theory focuses on literary reception, performance theorists have used the 

horizon of expectations to conceptualize theatrical reception. As Bennett argues, 

“different theatres create different kinds of events for the audience and, in their diversity, 

maintain occasion and place as signals for art which are heterogenous and flexible” and “ 

the horizon of expectations drawn up by the idea of the forthcoming event may or may 

not prove useful in the decoding of the event itself.”120 The network of paratheatrical 

programming at each theatre expands the parameters of the theatrical event and in doing 

so lengthens the horizon of expectation for each audience member. Not only do these pre-

show, post-show, and humanities events affect the reception of audience members, but 

they also impact personal figurations of Shakespeare as a cultural figure and of future 

expectations for return trips to the theatre.  

 
119Hans Robert Jauss. Literary Theory as Challenge, ed.Timothy Bahti. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982) 23. 
120 Susan Bennett. Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception, second edition. (New York: Routledge,  
1997). 104. 
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I end this chapter by interrogating how each theatre imagines these programs 

working and how they function within communities. While the staff of each theatre 

implements these programs with the best of intentions, many of these events reinscribe 

supremacist views of Shakespeare that outwardly each theatre attempts to disown. 

Though the programs included here move beyond discussing Shakespeare, they exist 

inside of institutions with vested interests in keeping the playwright a canonical figure 

and are thus shaped by his legacy. Even Public Works, the most community-focused 

initiative discussed in this project, usually culminates in a community pageant 

performance of a Shakespeare play. That the most visible and well-known part of this 

program is the aspect most explicitly tied to Shakespeare speaks to The Public’s deep ties 

to presenting Shakespeare as something that is both good for the community and also the 

peak of theatrical performance, even though the playwright is not included in the 

institution’s current name.  

Theatres that are named after Shakespeare do face the question of how to 

approach and market Shakespeare and, for many staff members, the theatre’s history is 

something to work against. Samantha Wyer Bello (Senior Director of Engagement and 

Education at Shakespeare Theatre Company) and LeeAnet Noble (Audience Enrichment 

Manager at Shakespeare Theatre Company) expressed this in our interview:  

Emily: How does the cultural idea of “Shakespeare” define your day to day? With 

education or for community engagement, what is the idea of Shakespeare that you 

hope to present to either students or donors or to community members in a variety 

of events or programs? 

LeeAnet: So, for me, all of my events are based on the shows that we have on the 
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stage. And, you know, today in my meeting this morning, the owner of the 

restaurant was saying, “Oh, well, this would be great, because, you know, these 

would be people that go to see Shakespeare on a regular basis. And that's not 

usually who I connect with or who comes in.” 

Emily: Interesting. 

LeeAnet: I said, “Well, this season is a bit different. And I said it's more of 

looking at Shakespeare as classic works. And this season, we have plays from 

playwrights like James Baldwin.” So, looking at it under a lens of presenting 

classic works, works that have spanned time, but also new works that we see 

becoming classics. So, I think connecting to, and of course, we do have a few 

Shakespeare productions. But it's more so for me, the events that I present, basing 

it on the shows and the caliber of the shows versus that this is just all, literally 

Shakespeare, right, but putting Shakespeare into the category of classics, and 

that's what we focus on. 

Samantha: I think if you asked me this question, eight years ago, I would probably 

answer it differently because this theater was Shakespeare saturated.  

Emily: Of course.  

Samantha: Right? And now I think what I think about is, Shakespeare is an option 

in the classic canon and it just happens to be in our title, is what it feels like. So, 

there's some great poetry in Shakespeare, there's some great stories in 

Shakespeare, there's great relationships in Shakespeare. Shakespeare was written 

and it was derived from other things. So, there's history, things that people can 

learn in it. And there are things we can learn about ourselves about big emotions 
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in it. So those things tend to be what I try to think about when we talk about 

Shakespeare. Now, companywide, when we think Shakespeare Theatre Company, 

and the question you asked, we have, it's almost like an obstacle.  

Emily: Mmmm okay.  

Samantha: Is that all they are? Right? Is that what they present as? So, in some 

ways, having that in our title is interesting.121 

As Noble and Wyer Bello point out, the landscape in DC theatre has changed and no 

longer heavily features Shakespeare, even at theatres with the playwright’s name in the 

title. As Way articulates, “In the past, Shakespearean theaters and festivals were able to 

rely heavily on Shakespeare’s value and familiarity as an icon of high culture to ensure 

that they always had audiences for their work, but more recently Shakespeare’s cultural 

value alone has not been enough to keep audiences invested in Shakespearean 

performance.”122  

Shakespeare is an option among the canon that is produced alongside more 

contemporary and new plays, as well as musicals. Wyer Bello’s point about 

Shakespeare’s marketability and draw is an important one–many audience members are 

not drawn to see Shakespeare in performance and for others it might be an active 

deterrent in visiting a theatre named after the playwright. That Shakespeare’s name might 

be a deterrent rather than a draw to audiences signals a shift in how theatres might think 

about and market the classical canon. As Tannahill argues, “The value of a production is 

in no small part derived from its ability to relevantly engage with its present context. 

Why this play now? This is the essential problem with Museum Theatre: productions of 

 
121LeeAnet Noble and Samantha Wyer Bello. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, September 17, 2019. 
122 Geoffrey Way. Digital Shakespeares and the Performance of Relevance. 2016. Arizona State University, PhD dissertation. 3-4. 
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plays that are content to simply be relics from the past.”123 This perceived need to 

convince audiences to attend a Shakespeare performance is directly tied to the growth of 

paratheatrical programming; Shakespeare institutions are always in the process of 

rationalizing the need for Shakespeare and his plays and they use paratheatrical events to 

accomplish this goal. Events like pre-show lectures, post-show discussions, and 

participatory performances function as ways to communicate the viability of 

Shakespeare’s work and the continued need for him as a cultural figure.  

At the core of paratheatrical programming at Shakespeare theatres is the question 

of how to acknowledge the very real issues that come with producing Shakespeare in 

21st-century America while at the same time actively producing his work and using his 

cultural legacy to gain funding for community, education, and engagement programming. 

The programs explored in this chapter serve as the main way theatre staff and artists 

engage or disengage with these questions publicly with a multitude of audiences. Before I 

move on to the next section, I want to reiterate the importance of recognizing that as the 

staff members at each theatre do this paratheatrical work, they are subject to institutional 

pressures and constraints. Helen Freshwater argues that, “academic scholarship and the 

theatre industry have very different motivations for their interests in audiences and pursue 

very different forms of inquiry as a result. Theatre scholars are, for the most part, 

interested in how audiences interpret what they have seen, whereas the industry is 

concerned with ensuring the profitability of its investment and is consequently more 

interested in why a production appeals and in generalising about patterns of 

consumption.”124 I agree that theatres are essentially profit-driven in the United States, as 

 
123 Jordan Tannahill. Theatre of the Unimpressed: In Search of Vital Drama. (Toronto: Coach House Books, 2015) 51. 
124 Helen Freshwater. Theatre and Audience. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009) 30. 
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institutions exist within a capitalist system and do not receive the levels of government 

funding the theatre industry does in other countries like the United Kingdom. I do want to 

push back on Freshwater’s assertion slightly here; the majority of staff working on 

paratheatrical audience-focused programming are not doing so for large profits and many 

are overworked and underpaid. The difference in research interests Freshwater discusses 

is why it’s important to bring theatre administrators, practitioners, and scholars in closer 

contact with each other: their work and methods are not as diametrically opposed as some 

have previously suggested.  

 

Pre-Show Programming 

Pre-show paratheatrical events are common in American theatres, particularly 

those with a focus on educational and community engagement. For the Shakespeare 

institutions discussed in this project, these events generally take the form of pre-show 

lectures from academics and dramaturgs. Though not as common, pre-show events can 

help make theatrical spaces more accessible, like in the case of Chicago Shakespeare’s 

pre-show Touch Tours, which I will discuss shortly. The purpose of pre-show 

programming is to bring audience and community members in before the show, 

encouraging them to view the theatre space as a community space, where they can not 

only learn and engage in discussions, but also where they can purchase food and 

beverages. Pre-show paratheatrical programming helps form bonds between theatre staff 

and audience members and between the theatre’s physical structure itself and those who 

encounter it. Due to each artist’s pre-show routine, pre-show events tend to feature 

theatre staff, members of the creative team, and experts, since they do not have to 
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perform or run a show directly after the event. Though each theatre in this project has 

produced pre-show programming, American Shakespeare, Chicago Shakespeare, and 

Oregon Shakespeare offer extensive pre-show programming and will thus be the focus of 

this section. 

American Shakespeare Center’s main pre-show program is Dr. Ralph Presents, a 

lecture series named after the theatre’s co-founder and Director of Mission, Dr. Ralph 

Cohen. This lecture series occurs at 5pm on Fridays and features Cohen discussing the 

evening’s play with actors, scholars, artists, and staff. The lectures cost $5 and are free 

for ASC subscribers and Mary Baldwin Shakespeare and Performance students. The ASC 

pre-show lecture series draws on the theatre’s institutional ties to an area university, Mary 

Baldwin, and invites scholars from both Mary Baldwin and other institutions to engage in 

conversation on stage. For ASC, this lecture series serves as a way for the audience to 

continue to build a relationship with the theatre’s co-founder and provides weekly space 

to engage with scholarship. This focus on scholarship makes sense, as the ASC hosts the 

Blackfriars Conference every other year. 

Of each theatre represented in this project, Chicago Shakespeare features the most 

robust slate of pre-show programming. Chief among these programs is the Pre•Ambles 

series, which offers a half hour lecture prior to each weekend matinee, focusing on the 

historical context and artistic vision behind the show. Sara B.T. Thiel, the Public 

Humanities Manager at CST, is in charge of this program and regularly delivers lectures 

within the series. As Thiel explained in our interview, this series has helped foster 

relationships with area universities:  

Emily: So, for the Pre•Ambles, what does the recruitment for scholars look like? 
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Sara: We have sort of an unofficial partnership with Northwestern. 

Emily: Great! 

Sara: The program was designed to be a way to help doctoral candidates in their 

training.  

Emily: Wonderful training! 

Sara: It is! We’re looking for folks who have some teaching acumen according to 

their advisors, so we have really worked with Wendy Wall and Will West to 

recruit doctoral students at Northwestern in their English department and that’s 

partly because of our Director of Education, that’s really where her partnerships 

began. But we do have a scholar who graduated from the Performance Studies, 

Theatre and Performance Studies. Scholars with lots of different kinds of 

backgrounds, but that’s one sort of avenue that we take. Really trying to bring in 

doctoral candidates for it to be an opportunity for them to get some good public 

speaking experience under their belt. Just on your CV to have invited talks, right? 

Emily: Right! 

Sara: But it’s a really hands-on kind of feedback setting. We have really hands-on 

feedback sessions with me and Marilyn. We listen to every Pre•Amble, we give 

notes, we talk about how to make it better, how to make it more accessible, how 

to make it cleaner. But it is not a read talk, like you might do at a conference. 

Emily: Right, great. 

Sara: It is meant to be a more, a less formal presentation of ideas.125 

 
125 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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CST utilizes area scholars to enhance the in-person experience of their audience members 

and it is clear that CST values the growth and experience of the doctoral candidates. To 

have staff members not only attend each event, but to then listen back and to offer 

constructive feedback on how to make them more accessible is a prime example of how 

building stronger relationships between theatre workers and academics can contribute to 

the value of public humanities and the arts. This focus on feedback also extends to the 

audience, who are given paper surveys after each event, which the staff use to continually 

improve the pre-show experience. As I’ll discuss in chapter four, CST uploads these 

Pre•Ambles to their website, so audiences and researchers can access them at a later date. 

Drawing on this archive of pre-show content, the theatre recently decided to convert them 

into podcast episodes, launching Asides: A New Podcast. While I’ll discuss the role of 

podcasts in engagement practices in chapter four, it is important to signal towards it in 

this chapter as it illuminates how central this pre-show programming is for CST both 

inside of the theatre space and digitally. This emphasis on pre-show material as a primer 

for audiences is understandable, since CST’s primary focus in terms of engagement does 

reside in education. 

Lecture series like Dr. Ralph Presents and Chicago’s Pre•Ambles program 

inscribe theatres as centres of academic knowledge. While there is nothing inherently 

wrong with placing academic knowledge inside theatrical institutions (in fact I think 

theatres and scholars need to be in much deeper conversation with each other), choosing 

to partner with specific universities does have consequences. It is understandable that 

ASC often partners with Mary Baldwin- there are few universities close to the theatre, it 

costs money to bring in scholars from out of town, and the school offers a Shakespeare 
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MFA. Chicago’s unofficial partnering with Northwestern in a city full of universities and 

colleges, however, signals that to CST and to an extent its audience that Northwestern’s 

staff and graduate students are best equipped to discuss Shakespeare and theatre. This 

unofficial partnership is not marketed directly to audience members apart from including 

institutional affiliations in speaker biographies and in part operates off of a legacy 

network- those who have participated in the program previously share contacts with 

colleagues, creating a cycle of mentorship. While Gina Buccola of Roosevelt University 

has recently become one of the main Pre•Amble presenters, signaling a move away from 

this partnership with Northwestern which will hopefully result in a greater mix of voices 

and presenters, the program’s deep connection to Northwestern will continue to influence 

how it functions. 

The risk of partnerships like this is that they tend to favor white academics, 

specifically white Shakespeareans. In looking through which academics have participated 

in these lectures, I found that they are overwhelmingly white. In addition, by naming the 

ASC’s pre-show lectures after Cohen, ASC frames knowledge and ownership of 

Shakespeare in a racialized manner- as the sole domain of white men. He is the head of 

the series, the co-founder of the theatre, and thus the Shakespeare expert. Lecture series 

offer an opportunity for theatres to provide audiences with various approaches to 

Shakespeare and the other plays in each season. By primarily utilizing white academics to 

introduce each play, its contexts, its themes, and the scholarship surrounding it, theatres 

do a disservice to audiences and uphold white supremacy in Shakespeare studies, 

academia, and in the American theatre. Furthermore, by mostly using white staff to 

deliver pre-show lectures, theatres send a clear message to audiences about who 
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Shakespeare is for: white, upper middle class to wealthy, educated theatregoers. While 

theatre staff may not do this consciously, administration needs to do the work to recruit 

BIPOC facilitators, artists, and scholars, to make their spaces safe and welcoming to 

them, and to reassess who pre-show lectures are actually serving.  

 In addition to the Pre•Ambles program, CST offers pre-show opportunities to 

meet with actors, in the form of Cast Calls and Touch Tours. Cast Calls run twice during 

the course of a run on Friday evenings and take place thirty minutes prior to actor call 

time in the CST lobby pub. As Thiel explained, these Cast Calls are a way to help build 

rapport between the actors and audiences, outside of a structured talkback format:  

Sara: We ask three or four actors to come in half an hour ahead of time and to sit 

in our pub, which is downstairs in the main lobby, and have a really informal 

conversation with audience members who want to come in and talk about the play 

with, we don’t have a resident company here, but with who we think of as sort of 

our friends and family actors who have been performing with Chicago 

Shakespeare for 30 years and then audience members who have been coming to 

our shows for 30 years. They get really excited. Those audience members get 

really excited to connect with those actors because they have been such a part of 

their… 

Emily: They follow them, yeah! 

Sara: ...and the way they experience Chicago theatre here and then at other 

theatres, too. So, it’s a really informal way of getting some face time between 

audience members and performers. 

Emily: Great! 
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Sara: I really love that program. I think it’s so much fun but it’s certainly one of 

our smaller programs.126  

This program allows for a more relaxed form of engagement and acknowledges the 

community bonds CST has with other theatres alongside the ecosystem of experiences 

audiences bring with them to the theatre. Thiel points out that this program is one of 

CST’s smallest, which is perhaps why it works well- informal conversations between 

large groups of people can easily become overwhelming. By providing multiple access 

points for audience members, CST recognizes that not every audience member will want 

the same kind of engagement and helps create the horizon of expectations discussed 

earlier in this chapter. Furthermore, by continuing to produce these events, and to provide 

labor for them, the staff at CST avoid falling into a trap most theatres fall into: just 

because a program does not generate large attendance numbers or financial incentives, it 

does not mean it is not a useful or loved program. Producing paratheatrical events like 

this regardless of financial viability is a step towards breaking out of traditional and 

supremacist molds of audience engagement. For CST, providing multiple access points 

and resources to audiences prior to viewing the show is key to making them feel welcome 

and wanted. This is highlighted brilliantly in the institution’s accessibility programming.  

 The Touch Tour is relatively unique to Chicago Shakespeare. This free program 

invites patrons who are blind or low vision, as well as those with different sensory needs, 

to tour aspects of the play before the show. During the tour, they are invited to familiarize 

themselves with costumes, props, and production elements, with the guidance of CST 

production staff. In addition, members of the cast speak about their characters and read 

 
126 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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some of the lines so “patrons can connect the distinct voice with the character prior to the 

play.”127 This program is a part of CST’s wider push for accessibility, which I spoke with 

Thiel about in our interview:  

Sara: My colleague Jason Harrington, he’s always looking for folks who are 

willing to come in on the weekend and help out with Touch Tours. 

Emily: Okay! 

Sara: I did it because I’m interested. I wanted to see how he runs that program. 

Beautifully. He just runs it beautifully. But it’s not without a lot of work and input 

from our folks downstairs in production. So, I know Jason works really closely 

with Director of Production Chris Plevin to put together those Touch Tours, to get 

costumes and props and pieces of the play out into the lobby for patrons to come 

and interact with. They are never on their own. There’s always someone there 

from the theatre giving them context about what it is that they are interacting with 

and when it’s going to be in the play and then they all go to the theatre. They 

learn about the theatre and often do a walk. If they so choose, they do a walk of 

the performance space to get a sense of how it moves, how it feels, what the 

architecture is, to actually go on the stage and touch what’s there.  

Emily: Wonderful.  

Sara: And then a few of our actors will come out and talk to the audience- “This is 

what I look like, this is how I move, these are the things I think about. This is 

what my voice sounds like” to help give those patrons as much context as possible 

for the play they are about to be present for and hopefully enjoy. Then, for anyone 

 
127 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/your_visit/access/vision  
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who wants the play described for them, they can wear a headpiece and Jason does 

it live. 

Emily: Wow, that is a very hard skill. 

Sara: He’s amazing. 

Emily: That is very difficult. 

Sara: I have so much admiration for the work he does because he’s so committed 

to accessibility. Not just here though, he works for the group called CCAC, which 

is the Chicago Cultural Accessibility Consortium.128 CCAC. They’ve just become 

a nonprofit. He works with them outside of the theatre and then he also does audio 

description at other theatres around the city.  

Emily: That’s amazing. 

Sara: Yeah, he’s terrific. And always, he’s telling everyone “you want to listen? 

I’ll get a headpiece and you can listen in? Or come sit in the cry room” and he’s 

always so happy to share the work that he’s doing to sort of raise the 

consciousness of the theatre.  

Emily: That’s amazing that that’s put in institutionally because it not always is. 

Sara: Yeah, and I think that in his tenure here, and I’ll send you those numbers, 

but they are from the first or second year that he was here and now he’s been here 

eight and a half years and that’s in large part because of the work that he’s done 

since he took over the access programs.129  

Over the eight and a half years that Harrington has been at CST as the Education 

Outreach Manager, the access programming has grown from two ASL interpreted 

 
128 https://www.chicagoculturalaccess.org/ 
129 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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performances serving 24 people in the 2011-2012 season to 33 performances featuring 

ASL duo-interpretation, open captioning, touch tours, and audience description, serving 

340 people in the 2018-19 season.130 This kind of growth underscores the impact that 

theatre staff can have on audiences and an institution’s accessibility. By emphasizing 

access, Harrington not only opened up the theatre space for people in Chicago, but also 

made Shakespeare literally more accessible. This program illustrates an important lesson 

for other theatres: Chicago theatregoers did not explicitly ask for this program to exist or 

for it to be supported but when it was implemented with sufficient institutional support, it 

attracted a larger audience and became one of the pillars of the theatre’s programming. 

Engagement work often means presenting and implementing programs without the 

guarantee that audiences will respond favorably but it is a risk worth taking in order to 

continue to foster relationships with current audiences and to attract new ones.  

 Oregon Shakespeare regularly produces a number of pre-show events, including 

Prefaces, Festival Noons, the Green Show, and Backstage Tours. Each of these 

paratheatrical offerings allow for a different mode of engagement and due to the 

destination nature of OSF, audience members visiting for a weekend may take advantage 

of each event throughout their visit. Prefaces are in-depth introductions to plays running 

in the Allen Elizabethan Theatre, inviting audiences to engage in dialogue in the outdoor 

theatre space prior to the show. This program ran from June 11 to September 1 in the 

2019 season. Festival Noons features OSF company members, scholars, and artists 

discussing “plays, playwrights and theatre in general with a series of conversations, 

 
130 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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demonstrations, lectures and Prefaces.”131 These events are an hour long and take place 

every Saturday at noon during the spring and every Tuesday through Sunday at noon 

during the summer and admission is $12 for adults, $10 for OSF members, and $8 for 

youth.132 In addition, summer programming for Festival Noons offers demonstrations, as 

well as free Park Talks, which unlike Festival Noons, is unticketed. The Festival Noons 

program produces events six days a week, producing more pre-show content in one 

season than many theatres produce in five years. This commitment to offering as many 

opportunities as possible for audiences to engage with the work, scholars, community 

members, and artists is laudable. However, it is important to note that OSF does charge 

for Festival Noons events, apart from Park Talks, and it is a source of income for the 

theatre. Additionally, OSF offers backstage tours of the theatre most mornings. The tours 

are $20 and are led by an OSF company member. 

 Apart from Prefaces, Festival Noons events, and Backstage Tours, OSF offers 

Green Show performances Wednesday through Sunday at 6:45 on the Courtyard Stage. 

These performances are free and feature a wide variety of artists and performers. In the 

marketing video for the Green Show, OSF interviewed a number of audience members 

and while many lauded the program, one audience member had this to say: “Well the 

Green Show has become my way of life, what can I say? We’re here every night.”133 It is 

striking that these free performances, open to anyone and unticketed, have become a 

mainstay for many OSF attendees and for the Ashland community at large. These 

 
131 https://www.osfashland.org/festivalnoons 
132 https://www.osfashland.org/festivalnoons 
133 https://www.osfashland.org/greenshow#lightbox  
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performances are not necessarily tied to OSF productions and highlight a variety of 

cultures and art forms. 

 In OSF’s marketing materials and playbills, paratheatrical programming, both for 

pre-show and post-show, are designated as “enrichment events.” This use of enrichment 

signals OSF’s belief that by engaging with audiences, the institution is enriching not only 

the experience of their patrons, but also enriching the work itself. While most events 

focus on what audiences can glean from them, these events are mutually beneficial. Not 

only do theatre artists and administrators get to engage with audiences, to see and meet 

the people viewing and responding to the work, but they also get the chance to hear 

feedback in real time about the production as well as the audience member’s experience 

at the theatre. These events may also contribute to audience members becoming members 

and donors, which helps further the financial health of the organization. However, the use 

of enrichment here is patronizing at best and echoes colonial and racist practices at worst. 

Describing engagement programming as “enrichment” implies that something is 

currently lacking in the audience, students, and community members participating and 

suggests that the theatre and the work of Shakespeare can improve or better them. This 

use of enrichment is in line with the prevalent concept that “performance should 

somehow be ‘good for you’ and that ‘you’ might fail to recognise or appreciate that,” 

which Helen Freshwater has linked to the contempt many critics, artists, and scholars 

seem to have for audiences.134 

Pre-show paratheatrical programming serves multiple purposes. First, to welcome 

audiences and community members into the institution. By welcoming audiences into the 

 
134 Freshwater 55 



 

 87 

lobby and theatre space prior to the conventional arrival time for shows (and perhaps, 

even, before the box office opens), theatres expand their role beyond that of art delivery. 

The space becomes a waiting area before entry into the world of the production, where 

patrons can purchase food, engage with artists, and participate in dialogue with 

community members, theatre staff, and other audiences. The second purpose is 

educational. By providing pre-show lectures, theatres make connections between 

disciplines and communities and prepare audiences for what they are about to see. The 

tone of these lectures can be difficult to strike, since audiences will have varying 

familiarity with the text and historical context. This is perhaps why many lecturers strive 

to strike a balance between historical context, textual analysis, and production design. 

The point of these lectures is not to spoil a play’s plot, but rather to deepen the audience’s 

knowledge going into the production in order to supplement their experience. The third 

purpose is to increase access. Programs such as Touch Tours provide space prior to 

performance for audiences to familiarize themselves with the theatre space itself as well 

as the production’s particularities. Providing this space prior to performance can help 

ensure that audience members have a positive experience at the theatre. The fourth 

purpose is to increase revenue and audience retention. Theatres like OSF do this by 

offering a combination of free and paid events, which eventually help retain audiences 

while at the same time inviting new ones. At Shakespeare institutions, these four 

purposes serve a larger fifth purpose: to bring Shakespeare, the product and the writer, to 

audiences prior to the show and to begin convincing them that he is worthy of their time.  

 Pre-show paratheatrical events lengthen the theatrical event and in doing so 

deepen audience connections to the space, its staff members, the artists, and the work. 
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Though pre-show programming is not as ingrained in theatre culture as post-show 

programming is, these programs act within the outer frame of reception and directly 

impact how the audiences perceive the show they are about to see and the post-show 

programming that comes after. The pre-show welcomes audiences to the space, 

introduces them to the play and the institution, prepares them for the production, and 

hopefully provides them with tools to read a performance, while a post-show event helps 

them conceptualize and work through their response, both individually and collectively, 

and often serve to further the artistic vision of the production. 

 

Post-Show Programming 

Post-show events make up a vast majority of paratheatrical events tied to 

productions. The main types of engagement I will discuss in this section are talkbacks 

and lectures which feature similar characteristics but do differ in execution and form. 

Talkbacks, at their core, are meant to give audiences the opportunity to speak back to the 

cast and creative team of a production and to question them and are platforms for artists 

to further explain their artistic vision. While talkback styles vary from institution to 

institution, they generally feature a moderator (usually a staff member) and a few 

panelists. Talkbacks are similar to post-show discussions, though the latter are much 

more focused on fostering discussion and are generally structured by facilitator questions. 

For the purposes of this project, I have combined the two types under the talkback 

umbrella since the five theatres I am examining tend to deploy a hybrid version of 

traditional talkbacks and post-show discussions.  
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Talkbacks are the go-to post-show engagement event for most theatres in the 

United States because they are relatively easy to produce, take place directly after the 

performance, and admission is generally free. These events include a moderator and 

members of the cast, crew, and/or creative team tied to the production. The moderator 

tends to be a staff member or the dramaturg from the production, though it varies from 

theatre to theatre. Moderators often begin the talkback by posing questions to the 

audience (if the actors are still getting out of costume) or to the actors to get the 

conversation started before they open up to audience questions. Most talkbacks run about 

30 minutes, though some run closer to 15 minutes (particularly after a matinee) and some 

last up to an hour- the length of time is not only dependent on how long the moderator 

thinks audiences will stay, but also on theatre finances. Theatres need to pay those who 

participate in the talkback for their time, especially if they are members of Actors’ 

Equity, so it is important that talkbacks stick to time-limits in order to avoid paying 

participants overtime.  

Talkbacks are popular partly because they provide audiences with access to 

artists. Heim notes that these events became prominent again in the United States in the 

early 2000s:  

“Particularly in New York, audience discussions grew in popularity between 2002 

and 2004. Costly display advertisements in the New York Times publicized ‘Post-

show Talkbacks’. Independent Broadway theatres such as the Booth Theater, the 

Helen Hayes Theater, and the Lyceum held regular Tuesday- or Wednesday-night 

talkbacks which were mediated by the playwright, the lead actor or actress, or the 

cast. Edward Albee conducted talkbacks on The Goat at the Golden Theater in 
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2004, while in 2003 lead actress Tovah Feldshuh had mediated talkbacks of the 

long-running Golda’s Balcony at the Helen Hayes Theater after every matinee. 

Interest in the audience talkback spread rapidly to Off-Broadway theatres, and by 

2003 Off-Broadway plays were advertising post-show talkbacks in the New York 

Times theatre directory.”135 

On a surface level, the chance to engage with a beloved artist, whether they are known 

internationally or locally, makes the talkback an event and thus makes it more desirable. 

This desire has certainly contributed to the growth in paratheatrical programming in New 

York described by Heim. While this is certainly a draw, I would argue that paratheatrical 

events remain popular outside of mainstream productions featuring well-known artists 

because they offer audiences an opportunity to synthesize the show they’ve just 

participated in. Audiences are always a part of a performance and as Grotwoski among 

others has argued, a performance cannot fully occur without the presence of the audience. 

Talkbacks provide space for audience members, who are themselves a part of the 

production they have seen, to join in conversation with artists and to vocalize their 

response. Building off of Ubersfeld, Susan Bennett posits that theatrical pleasure for 

audiences arises because of ephemerality, “from the necessity of making a selection of 

the elements offered.”136 I would like to suggest that this pleasure can be extended to 

paratheatrical events. If audience members are the missing half of a performance, then 

paratheatrical events are the space where the audience controls the narrative and asks the 

artists to respond directly to them, a mirror of what generally occurs on stage during a 

 
135  Heim 197 
136Bennett 73. 
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performance. By flipping this dynamic, paratheatrical events prolong theatrical pleasure 

for audiences with the help of a moderator.  

Moderators often facilitate more than one talkback as many theatres designate 

specific staff members to help run and produce these discussions, resulting in a rapport 

between audiences and staff members. Similarly, theatres generally schedule talkbacks in 

a way that helps build consistency. For example, by placing talkbacks on every Sunday 

matinee, or after every Thursday night performance, or even after every performance, 

audiences who are interested in attending talkbacks can plan to attend a production on 

dates they know will include a paratheatrical event. For theatres who utilize talkbacks 

after every performance, structure often changes between a moderated talkback with only 

audience members and a moderated talkback featuring cast members, since it would be 

difficult to have cast members attend every event. At its core, a talkback is a 

paratheatrical event that places most of the focus on the audience. Though moderators 

might pose questions to cast members, it is mostly a space for audiences to voice their 

thoughts and questions and for those involved in the production to hear feedback directly 

from the audience. Now that I’ve provided a broad overview of what a talkback is and 

does, I want to turn to how each of the five theatres utilize this kind of engagement event 

and how these events further each institution’s vision of Shakespeare. 

The Public houses the majority of talkbacks under the program Public Forum 

within the Artistic department. At The Public, talkbacks are treated as extensions of the 

artistic experience (rather than educational moments as I’ll discuss later with other 

theatres) and though they are not the only type of post-show event produced by Public 

Forum, they are the most common. When I spoke with Public Forum Producer Drew 
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Broussard, he explained that while Public Forum produces talkbacks, Forum often draws 

on a pool of Public staff members outside of the program to help moderate them:  

Drew: There’s a group of probably about 15 people who I’ll reach out to sort of at 

the start of each season. So, once we’ve planned and done all the “who wants to 

host for which show?” we have folks from the producing office, sure, the literary 

office, but also development and casting and production, who will stick around to 

host a post-show talkback.  

Emily: Okay. And who usually is on the slate for post-show talkbacks?  

Drew: It is kind of an idiosyncratic group. It’s people who have expressed interest 

because there are people who are like “I’d love to do this” and I’m like “you’re 

going to regret that.”  

Emily: Haha you’re like “I…. love you.”  

Drew: Haha and there are people who have extensive contact with the show. So, 

the line producer, the company dramaturg. There are people who have just...they 

have that thing, that ability. I can put you on a stage, with these people, 

potentially with the writer and the director and certainly the cast.137 

This form of talkback differs from the traditional talkback with only audience members 

and artists who worked on the show because it invites experts who may not have a 

background in theatre to contextualize the show within wider conversations. At 

Shakespeare theatres, this includes with cultivating conversations around Shakespeare 

that fit with the theatre’s mission.  

 For Chicago Shakespeare, talkbacks are space for audiences to voice questions 

 
137Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019. 
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directly to the actors, with the help of the facilitator. While CST does feature 

paratheatrical events with experts, these fall under the Pre•Ambles programming 

discussed earlier in this chapter. Instead, talkbacks afford time primarily for audience 

Q&A, which I discussed with Thiel in our interview:  

Emily: Do talkbacks ever have a set of questions on hand or is it more what’s 

sparking with the audience and we’ll talk about what the audience wants to talk 

about? 

Sara: It’s really whatever the audience wants to talk about and it’s really a Q and 

A.  

Emily: Great. 

Sara: Sometimes it does kind of go into a discussion, you know when there’s 

multiple responses, but really, I would say it’s more of a Q and A. Especially for 

our abridgement, for our student audiences. Not because they can’t have a 

discussion, but because we want to get as many student voices in the room as 

possible.  

Emily: Yeah. 

Sara: You know, of course these students want to hear from the actors, but we 

want to hear from the students.138  

This format relies primarily on audience interest and willingness to offer questions and 

feedback and highlights one of the tensions underlying audience work: is the purpose to 

provide space for audiences to work through their own reception and to then ask 

questions of those involved in the production, as Thiel points out? Are they feedback 

 
138 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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mechanisms for theatres to gain in-person reception for marketing and artistic purposes? 

Or do they serve to display institutional and artistic prestige? While it is entirely possible 

for talkbacks to serve all three purposes, it is interesting that CST views post-show 

engagement as a space for staff and artists to gain feedback rather than to lead audiences 

and students through discussions about major themes in the work. This does not mean 

that CST does not value audience discussion, simply that staff designate other 

engagement events for this purpose.  

 Similarly, Oregon Shakespeare offers a wide range of pre-show engagement 

initiatives, paving the way for post-show discussions to focus mostly on audience 

feedback and questioning. The Education department runs most of the pre-show 

programming in addition to any educational programming tied to performances. When I 

spoke with Kirsten Giroux, she broke down how engagement at OSF currently runs: 

Emily: Good! So, are there post-show events? 

Kirsten: There are post-show events! Post-show discussions, they actually don’t 

happen through Education for the most part. They are more with the Marketing 

department. 

Emily: Oh interesting! 

Kirsten: We also have a members lounge post-discussion that happens.  

Emily: Great. 

Kirsten: And then we also have some special matinees in which after those 

matinees, the actor usually comes up or somebody affiliated with the production, 
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but it's very actor-centric at this point and we're trying to change that a little bit. 

We feel like there's so many other people here, such brilliant work.139 

For OSF, post-show discussions fall under the jurisdiction of Marketing because they are 

tied to productions and feature face to face interaction with patrons. This split between 

Education and Marketing departments speaks to the way OSF conceptualizes engagement 

work: the pre-show is meant to welcome and educate audiences and is thus under the 

purview of Education and the post-show is meant to cultivate relationships with 

audiences and to provide them with an experience they would want to repeat.  

Generally, for OSF, post-show discussions occur after matinee performances and 

are led by an OSF staff member. As Giroux references, there are also member only post-

show events which range from the ability to meet artists during post-show discussions 

(this membership starts at $35) to coffee chats and post-show events with company 

members (this membership starts at $1,250). While offering increased access to behind-

the-scenes information and peeks into the artistic process are not uncommon for theatres 

in the United States, it is striking that OSF offers separate post-show engagement 

opportunities for members, rather than standalone members-only events that do not take 

place directly after a performance. Because OSF is a repertory theatre that maintains a 

company of artists, members are able to discuss productions with company members who 

may not have even been involved in the production they have seen. This is a form of 

community bonding, perhaps specific to repertory theatres, but it does create a 

delineation between single-ticket buyers and patrons who are able to become members at 

various price points. This is potentially because post-show engagement is run by 

 
139Kristen Giroux. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
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Marketing, whose job it is to not only generate interest but to also increase revenue. In 

addition, paid and invited post-show events at OSF and each theatre included in this 

project help development departments retain and acquire members and donors, who then 

have a direct impact on the finances of the theatre. These members-only events use 

exclusivity to make Shakespeare and Shakespeare in performance a marketable, desirable 

product, one that can become a part of their own audience identity.  

 What sets the American Shakespeare Center apart is that post-show engagement 

is primarily produced by the Literary department. Anne Morgan, the theatre’s Literary 

Manager, facilitates roughly 80% of the discussions, while other staff members pick up 

the other 20%.140 These talkbacks take place on Thursday nights and feature Morgan 

facilitating discussion between four actors and the audience. When I interviewed Morgan, 

she took me through her approach to facilitating post-show events:  

Anne: I do a very brief introduction, just like, “here's how long they had to 

rehearse, here's how long it's been running, here's who directed it,” that sort of 

thing. I feel like that helps get some of the questions answered before we begin. 

Then the actors introduce themselves. I do ask that they introduce who they 

played, in part in case audience members have lost their playbills or if they can’t 

remember who they played, but I also think it's helpful for the audience to be 

reminded about the doubling that exists in so many of our productions. If the actor 

is like “I'm playing so and so and I played this character and this other character, 

and this other guy,” I find that helpful to have in the air. Then we open it up for 

questions from the audience and I really am a sort of pretty laid-back moderator in 

 
140Anne Morgan. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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that I want the questions to come from our audience but then I will add on or 

rephrase or recontextualize as appropriate. So, for example, “how did you learn 

all those lines” is not an actor’s favorite question to get so then I flip that into a 

question about how Shakespeare's text is different than other plays. What tools 

and techniques they use to memorize? Do they make flashcards? Do they record 

themselves taking their cues? Actors do have tricks up their sleeves to try to prop 

them up. Sometimes there are audiences who want to learn things but don't have 

to have specific questions, so I have a couple backups in my back pocket usually 

having to do with the nature of repertory or the nature of Shakespeare’s staging 

condition. 

Emily: Great! 

Anne: But when possible, I try to let the audience drive and then I just offer a 

little steering assistance. And the Thursday night talkback existed prior to my 

arrival that they were unmoderated, so it was just four actors let loose.  

Emily: Oh wow.  

Anne: And as I started to get my bearings I was like “I think this could be better.”  

Emily: Yeah! 

Anne: And we did see an uptick in the percentage of audiences that stay for the 

talkback and the actors, as you might imagine, really, really appreciated that.141  

While post-show discussions at any theatre involve questions about the actor’s process, 

Morgan points to something unique about Shakespeare theatres and repertory theatres; 

 
141Anne Morgan. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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audience members may or may not be familiar with the language, original staging 

practices, or the nature of double casting and repertory.  

Post-show discussions apply to the plays ASC has commissioned under the 

“Shakespeare’s New Contemporaries” project. This program produces and develops 

previously unproduced plays that respond to Shakespeare and his work and that embrace 

original staging conditions:142 

Anne: Each play had a weeklong workshop process that culminated in a staged 

reading prior to the production process. Both playwrights did a conversation after 

that staged reading. What was really interesting to me about that, because I also 

run our general Thursday evening actor talkbacks, is that a feedback session for a 

playwright is a really different talkback model. Our audience wasn't really used to 

being queried for response to a work that was still in development. That was an 

eye-opening moment for me. Because my background is in new plays, I'm used to 

being in settings where everyone is familiar with the critical response process and 

knows how to give feedback for things that are being rewritten.143 

Morgan highlights an important dynamic that takes place not only at ASC, but at each of 

the theatres included in this project. Audiences for new plays and for classics, though 

they of course have crossover, may have different modes of reception and feedback. 

Morgan’s job, then, includes providing signposts for audience members and potentially 

educating them about not only the performance they just witnessed, but also how to 

engage with and offer feedback to living playwrights. As Morgan told me in our 

 
142 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/new-contemporaries/  
143Anne Morgan. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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interview, about 30% of audience members regularly stay for post-show discussions and 

that number actually increased after ASC put the new, more structured format in place, 

indicating that ASC audiences appreciate a more facilitated process, rather than free-

flowing Q&A.  

Like the other theatres included in this project, Shakespeare Theatre Company 

features a variety of engagement events post-show. The theatre has recently restructured, 

combining the Engagement and Education departments into one, signaling that the 

institution sees engagement and education as two sides of the same coin when it comes to 

Shakespeare. STC regularly features post-show panels with experts and when I spoke 

with LeeAnet Noble (Audience Enrichment Manager) she shed light on how these events 

run:  

Emily: So, in terms of invited speakers, what is the process? Whether it's for a 

post-show event or something like that? How do you recruit the people that you 

bring in to speak? 

LeeAnet: It depends. For instance, for our Page and Stage event, it has typically 

been a scholar and then the director of the show. So, having connections with 

different organizations and scholars that have been called upon before, looking at 

those and seeing how they match with the particular show that is being produced. 

For instance, the first Asides Live idea, which is a larger panel, the discussion 

dealt with justice, and a lot of heavy topics. Instead of just bringing in scholars 

and dramaturgs, I brought in a civil rights attorney. For Everybody right now, I’m 
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in talks with a Rabbi, a member of the Muslim community, a dramaturg from 

Howard University, so really just trying to match it with the content.144 

As Noble explains, STC uses different titles for post-show events, depending on scale. 

Some post-show discussions are moderated between a facilitator, the audience, and actors 

(particularly for student matinees, which I’ll discuss in the next chapter), while Page and 

Stage events and Asides Live feature conversations between experts, scholars, and the 

creative team and are facilitated by an STC staff member. The theatre has a podcast, 

Prose Cast, which features facilitated conversations with artists about the current 

production. This podcast in many ways takes the original talkback format and moves it to 

the digital sphere without the presence of an in-person audience. While I will discuss 

theatre podcasts more fully in chapter four, it is worth noting that STC has kept facilitated 

conversations with artists as the institution moves towards digitally engaging audiences.  

 I am struck by each theatre’s impulse to move beyond audience Q&A, even as 

many continue to use this format for paratheatrical events. While it is understandable that 

theatres want to foster deeper conversations about productions and Shakespeare at large, 

it does suggest that audience Q&A is seen as riskier (you never know what someone will 

ask), that it is seen as more banal, or that audiences don’t respond well to the format. That 

an audience, on their own, won’t ask interesting questions, which echoes the distrust of 

audiences Freshwater describes. While it is true that many talkbacks I have attended 

feature similar questions, such as “how do you memorize lines?”, it is important to 

remember that audiences will ask what they think is acceptable and expected. This is 

partly why Anne Morgan’s approach at ASC works so well- by answering general 

 
144LeeAnet Noble and Samantha Wyer Bello. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, September 17, 2019. 
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questions at the top of the discussion, she opens up space for audiences to ask other 

questions of the actors and of themselves.  

 

Humanities and Special Events 

The final type included in this chapter is humanities programming, which 

encompasses one night only and special event programming. Humanities programs 

accomplish a number of goals for theatres. First, they educate audiences about 

Shakespeare and the role of the arts in society. Second, they present opportunities for 

audiences to engage critically with issues pertinent to their community. Third, they target 

specific constituencies the theatre wants to grow and expand audience reach. Fourth, they 

present as community engagement and are useful for raising funds for the institution. At 

Shakespeare theatres, these goals serve the larger institutional purpose of justifying the 

need for Shakespeare in American life. As Tannahill argues in Theatre of the 

Unimpressed, “a production of a classic can’t escape it’s contemporary context. It must 

negotiate the contemporary politics it will be held accountable to.”145 While this work can 

and does take place in the inner frame of a production, for many Shakespeare theatres, 

the work to situate Shakespeare within contemporary politics and movements takes place 

in humanities paratheatrical events. The majority of these programs in this project come 

from The Public and Shakespeare Theatre Company’s programming, the bulk of which 

are not specifically tied to productions.  

 
145 Tannahill 62 
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The initiatives at The Public fall under the Artistic department, but function as 

mini departments with their own staff. As I discussed earlier, Public Forum houses post-

show discussions and talkbacks, as well as one-night events and Civic Salons. Public 

Shakespeare runs one night only Shakespeare events and provides support for 

Shakespeare in the Park and other artistic ventures tied to Shakespeare. Public Works is 

community focused, providing workshops throughout the city, partnering with various 

organizations, producing shows with community members, and hosting monthly potlucks 

with participants. The scope of these three programs expands beyond show-focused 

engagement. For the purposes of this section, I have focused only on the humanities, one 

night only, and special events that are produced by each initiative.  

Most of Public Forum’s paratheatrical programming falls under post-show 

engagement, with the exception of their annual one night only event and the monthly 

Civic Salon. Every year, Public Forum hosts an event in the Delacorte in Central Park. 

For 2019, the one-night event, Public Forum: Queer Now, commemorated the 50th 

anniversary of the Stonewall Riots with a night of performances and readings, hosted by 

Jomama Jones. These one night only events are incredibly popular and are a huge lift for 

the staff since it takes place within the Shakespeare in the Park season at the Delacorte. 

This is something Drew Broussard and I discussed in our interview: 

Emily: How did Queer Now go? 

Drew: Well, it was very long. 

Emily: Yeah? 

Drew: Very long. It was supposed to be...I had timed, and I pride myself on being 

able to time things, I have done it for so long here. So, we had all this content, I 
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was building in transitions and I was like “it’ll be 100 minutes.” Maybe on the 

night it’ll run like 110, 112 because people will be excited. 

Emily: Right. 

Drew: It ran two hours and fifty minutes! 

Emily: Ohhh man! 

Drew: And some of it was unavoidable and some of it definitely was avoidable. 

Even with the stuff that was avoidable, though, it still would have run at least two 

hours. 

Emily: Okay. 

Drew: Every single person when they got the mic, understandably, instead of 

being like “Hello, I’m this person, these are my pronouns and I’m reading this 

reading” they were like “Here’s my thing! Here’s the shit! And this is what’s up! 

Here’s the reading!” which was fun because it was celebratory, but I was like “Oh 

no.” 

Emily: “I didn’t schedule this!” 

Drew: My production manager, the minute Jomama said goodnight and the 

applause started, he texted me a screenshot of the timer on his phone and he said, 

“you’ve never done me so wrong as when you told me when you told me this 

would be a tight 100 minutes.” And I was like *shrug*. 

Emily: “Sorry!” 

Drew: But I mean, it was beautiful. Those park events are unlike anything else 

and this one was a particularly raucous, wild “let’s bust through some of the 

structures and strictures.” Diana Oh slid down the bannister of the house! 
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Emily: Amazing! 

Drew: In a way that everyone was like “Ohhh! The pre-show, the Illustrious 

Blacks were DJing and they were both like popping out of doors and windows...  

Emily: Oh man. 

Drew: It was the first time that I’ve been at the Park that’s really felt like we gave 

the keys to like people who don’t get to be on that stage. 

Emily: Yeah? 

Drew: And every single person was like “I’m gonna run with this,” which was 

great. 

Emily: Beautiful. How many things do you do at the park normally, with Forum? 

Drew: Just one.  

Emily: Just one. A year? 

Drew: A year. The first was in, oh boy, the first one was in 2013. Then summer 

2014, nothing 15, summer 16, nothing 17, and then 18, 19. Even when we don’t 

sell out, which we honestly rarely do, it’s a one-night event, the last two have had 

significant rain threats. Queer Now was probably a little over 2/3rds. 

Emily: Okay, great! 

Drew: But the event last summer, We Rise, it rained all day. Like, all day, 

torrential downpours, we didn’t get to finish teching anything. 

Emily: Oh no! 

Drew: But the sun came out ten minutes before the show started so we maybe had 

a third of the house. 

Emily: Right. 
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Drew: But even that! We were like “woo, okay, great!” But 

there’s...institutionally people love these things, and they are so much fun because 

it’s different from the gala because it’s actually open to the public. The idea is 

almost always more interesting than the gala, no disrespect to my colleagues who 

put together the gala, and so they are always like “What if we did another one? 

What if we did another one later in the summer? And I’m always like “absolutely 

not.”146  

Broussard’s description of Public Forum’s annual events illuminates a number of 

important facets of engagement work. First, location matters. Producing an event in 

Central Park is notably different from hosting something in Joe’s Pub or in any of the 

Astor Place theatres. Audiences respond differently and the staffing and producing 

structures have to adapt. Secondly, providing space means being okay with events 

running over on time or things not going according to plan. By providing space for queer 

artists to not only share their work but also to express their feelings and by not cutting 

people off when time ran over, the Forum event moved towards the kind of participatory 

artistic engagement the institution outwardly promotes but doesn’t always achieve. In 

order to reach this kind of engagement, staff and artists must be willing to move away 

from institutionalized structures. Still, it is noteworthy that this kind of engagement with 

the queer community in New York was a one night only event. These large events, as 

Broussard notes, are difficult to produce and are often understaffed, leading to burnout. In 

order to provide more events with this kind of engagement, which audiences and staff 

seem to want, The Public’s administration would need to increase staff support. Small 

 
146Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019. 
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teams cannot continually produce major events, alongside other initiatives, without it 

eventually leading to burnout.  

 Also under Public Forum’s purview is the Civic Salon, a free program that takes 

place monthly in Joe’s Pub focusing on a different civic theme each meeting. These 

events invite organizers, artists, and professionals to cultivate a dialogue around each 

theme, prompting the audience to think deeply about their community. The program takes 

inspiration from Eric Liu’s Civic University program, which runs Civic Saturdays.147 

Former Public staff member and current Artistic Director at Baltimore Center Stage 

Stephanie Ybarra attended one of Liu’s Civic Saturdays and brought the idea to The 

Public.148 As James Shapiro argues in Shakespeare in a Divided America, American 

theatres have a history of being sites of civic discussion and disobedience, partly because 

“riots require crowds, and theaters, located in densely populated parts of town, could 

holds thousands of protestors” and also because “theaters were imagined to be worlds 

unto themselves and therefore less subject to outside authority.”149 While this has 

changed since the 19th century, many theatres do aim to foster civic dialogue with their 

constituents and communities and this is one of the purposes of the Civic Salon program 

at The Public. 

The Salon’s format usually includes instruction, poetry readings, music, readings 

from civic texts, and remarks from the anchoring guest speakers and, as Broussard 

informed me, usually draws a much more diverse audience than other Public Forum 

events.150 Civic Forum illuminates a number of issues that can arise in doing 

 
147 https://citizenuniversity.us/programs/ 
148Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019.  
149 James Shapiro. Shakespeare in a Divided America: What His Plays Tell Us About Our Past and Future. (New York: Penguin 
Random House, 2020) 59. 
150Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019.  
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paratheatrical work. First, is one of the goals of the event to retain the same audience for 

each event and for potential productions? Or is it more important to provide space for 

whatever audience is drawn to each event? Ultimately, the goal is to do both: to provide a 

civic space for community members to engage in conversation and to form bonds with 

other members and to provide space for newcomers and for spontaneous engagement. 

Second is the issue of space. Civic Salons take place in Joe’s Pub, a space that is cramped 

and not always the most accessible, which also serves as a dining venue. While 

community members may not be required to purchase food and drink in order to partake 

in the Salon, they are each given menus, which does imply The Public’s wish for them to 

purchase goods in exchange for engaging in the event. In addition to this, Broussard 

points out that it is becoming increasingly expensive for initiatives to produce events in 

The Public’s various theatres. Public Forum does not get to use these spaces for Civic 

Salons for free.151  

Furthermore, Forum and Civic Salons specifically are often used as spaces to fill 

in gaps in the season and to respond directly to current events:  

Drew: Forum is a place where we can be pushing the ideas of inclusivity, in ways 

that potentially have great test opportunities for the rest of The Public but that 

also, I hate to say it quite like this, but that let The Public off of the hook a little 

bit. 

Emily: Yes. 

Drew: Where it’s like, “We only have twelve slots for shows. Those twelve slots 

can encompass a lot but inevitably there’s something…” 

 
151 Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019.  
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Emily: Yes, you can’t cover everything. 

Drew: Something’s going to happen in the world that we weren't thinking about 

and this place is not tremendously nimble and even Forum is not great, but Forum 

is the best place for rapid response and nimble response to the world.152 

While many theatres use paratheatrical programming to connect community members 

with themes in the season, Forum and Civic Salons see this programming as an 

opportunity to address issues that are not highlighted within The Public’s season each 

year. Public Forum and Civic Salons provide space for the institution to address current 

events and conversations as they arise, and this is in part because of the program’s ability 

to adapt relatively quickly to changing cultural discussions and events occurring within 

the city and country at large. As Tannahill argues, “if vital performance requires a sense 

of liveness and mutability, should not our institutions also show a sense of liveness and 

mutability?”153 Engagement work often means changing course depending on what each 

audience or community needs at a given time. Because of this, these kinds of humanities 

events can be considered participatory in that they ask attendees to engage civically 

within the space of a performance venue and this engagement is usually guided by artistic 

principles and is dependent on audience action. However, as Broussard implies, this can 

also lead to the institution syphoning off issues to the Civic Salon, rather than fully 

investing in artists that speak to these topics and communities directly. Fostering dialogue 

around difficult topics is important work and theatres cannot only approach these issues 

through one time only and humanities events, leadership must support issues on stage and 

 
152Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop. 15 July 2019.  
 
153Tannahill 78 
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off. While Forum staff try to make initiatives as accessible as possible for community 

members, higher-ups in the institution have to approve these decisions and provide 

accessible space for each program and it is currently unclear whether or not that is 

actually happening.  

 Humanities events at The Public also include the Public Shakespeare Initiative 

(PSI). While PSI’s work spans artistic residencies, workshops, events, and education 

partnerships, this section hones in on Public Shakespeare Presents and Public 

Shakespeare Talks. The Public Shakespeare Presents series are more formal events which 

invite artists, critics, and scholars to engage in conversation with each other on stage. 

These events are ticketed, generally cost money to attend, and do not always feature an 

audience Q&A. The Public Shakespeare Talks series is similar to the previous program 

but does provide space for audience Q&A and is much more informal. Jackie Trailes 

(Public Shakespeare Initiative Associate) and Michael Sexton (Director of Public 

Shakespeare Initiative) discussed the differences between the two programs with me in 

our interview:  

Jackie: I think we do have two pretty clearly defined strings of our humanities 

events, downtown I should say. 

Michael: Right. 

Jackie: Public Shakespeare Presents are the ones that are, we say are done on a 

larger scale, are more scholarly commentary and delivery of selected texts and 

those are the ones that don’t generally have a Q&A. The other version, our 

Shakespeare Talks, tend to skew more to an interview with an artist or more 

conversational and that’s when the Q&As tend to pop up and that’s a vestige of 
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the Shakespeare Society through our past. The two kinds of programming: the 

more revered and the more it feels like there could be much more intermingling 

and sort of mixing up of those formats. 

Michael: Yeah, although the format of the 90-minute alternating performance and 

commentary has been successful here. 

Emily: Okay! 

Michael: And it feels different to people, I think, in a way and it was a great gift 

being at the Shakespeare Society for so long. The Shakespeare Society was 

conceived as a freestanding humanities education and artist development 

organization, which had Shakespeare at the center of all of its programs but 

because it wasn’t a producing organization, there wasn’t, we didn’t feel ancillary, 

right? Which I think that humanities programs and education programs at 

performing arts institutions can somehow get the vibe of being ancillary of being 

sort of supplementary, so we were doing, we were selling memberships and that’s 

what you were getting, was this humanities engagement.154 

As Trailes and Sexton point out, while the two series are similar, Shakespeare Talks 

provides space for more spontaneous discussion and for deviation from regular structures. 

What strikes me about the PSI’s programming is the need to have two conversation 

series. It’s clear that Public Shakespeare Presents events are seen as more important than 

Shakespeare Talks internally: they are meant to present scholarly commentary, cost 

money to attend, and do not always offer audiences a chance to respond directly to 

speakers, potentially creating a boundary between those on stage and those in the 

 
154Jackie Tralies, Rhys McClelland, and Matthew Sexton. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, July 15, 2019. 
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audience. In contrast, Shakespeare Talks grew out of the Shakespeare Society and seems 

to be focused on pushing against preconceived notions of format and content. However, I 

must point out that these two programs do not need to be separate. By keeping the more 

accessible events separate from the more, as Trailes says “revered” events, PSI 

reinscribes many of the hierarchies tied to Shakespeare, scholarship, and access The 

Public outwardly states it tries to dismantle.  

 The final program producing paratheatrical events at The Public is Public Works 

and it is the program in this project that comes the closest to the participatory community 

engagement described by Nina Simon, which “collects and shares diverse, personalized, 

and changing content co-produced with visitors.”155 Because of the variety of 

programming Public Works offers, it could fall under a number of sections in this project. 

I have chosen to discuss it here and in my chapter on education because it focuses 

primarily on engaging community members through a number of artistic and educational 

programs and “...aims to restore and build community by connecting people through 

theater—both performing it and experiencing it….”156 Of all the initiatives discussed in 

this section, it is the one that mostly takes place outside of the main space of The Public. 

Public Works partners with organizations in each of NYC’s boroughs, providing 

classes, running a community choir, producing a newsletter, running the ACTivate 

theatre program, running leadership committees, hosting monthly potlucks, and 

producing an annual production in the Delacorte in Central Park. The program has been 

enormously successful at The Public and now has national partners in Dallas (Dallas 

Theater Center), London (National Theatre), and Seattle (Seattle Repertory Theatre), as 

 
155  Simon, Nina. The Participatory Museum (Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0, 2010) ii-iii. 
156 https://publictheater.org/programs/publicworks/ 
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well as seven affiliates: Long Wharf Theatre (New Haven, CT), Pittsburgh Public Theater 

(Pittsburgh, PA), Theatre Under The Stars (Houston, TX), Trinity Repertory Company 

(Providence, RI), Tulsa Performing Arts Center and Trust (Tulsa, OK), Virginia Stage 

Company (Norfolk, VA), and Williamstown Theatre Festival (Williamstown, MA).157 

This program, like The Public’s Mobile Unit, has been influential around the country and 

has prompted theatre’s to rethink their community and audience engagement programs. 

In its first few years, the program ran with two full time staff and has now grown to 

having six full time staff, with the potential to expand further. However, as Brisa Muñoz, 

the Manager of Community Partnerships for Public Works, noted in our interview, if the 

program grows much larger in scope, it will be difficult for potential partner and affiliate 

institutions to replicate.158 

Currently, the program has a primary community partner in each borough, as well 

as alumni partners. Deciding which institutions to partner with is complicated and has a 

lot to do with capacity and need:  

Emily: When you think about places you might want to partner with, what do you 

look for? How do you decide who you're going to reach out to?  

Brisa: Yeah!  This is something that the founder of Public Works likes to say: the 

best partnerships are those which envision for themselves a way in which theater 

could complement the work that they're already doing. And so, I think that value 

alignment is one thing- a celebration and a value in the arts is a sort of underlying 

premise. An organization that is booming with residents and that has an 

infrastructure to have an actual space where people could come in and out and 

 
157 https://publictheater.org/programs/publicworks/ 
158Brisa Muñoz. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, November 15, 2019. 
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they could communicate and meet with people and also where a Public Works 

class could then be held, is another criteria. Having the sort of infrastructure and 

staff support on their end and to agree to support us in ways that are necessary for 

the program to sustain itself, right? Because it really is a partnership in that they 

are doing some work and we're doing some work. One of the things that we ask 

them to do is help us cultivate this group that is going to be a part of this class. If 

there are issues that arise, we are not the experts of that community and those 

people, they are and so they are our champions and problem solvers. That also 

extends to their time in the pageant and their presence throughout rehearsals, their 

presence in the shows. But that takes an organization that really wants to prioritize 

this sort of partnership as number one and actually has the support to be able to 

provide a staff member who will end up doing something like five hours of work 

a week.159 

Part of the reason Public Works is effective is that in the process of choosing community 

partners, staff prioritize whether The Public has something to offer the community in 

terms of access and resources and whether a partnership can function logistically. In 

addition, a majority of the programming focuses on co-creating stories with community 

members, ultimately producing workshops and devised performances that showcase 

stories from the people of each borough. This is not simply a program that brings 

Shakespeare to community groups, but one that aims to create a long-term relationship 

with community members. Teaching artists in the program often teach in the same 

borough each year, forging strong relationships with their students. As Muñoz mentioned 

 
159Brisa Muñoz. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, November 15, 2019. 
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in our interview, “You get to see people grow up, you get to see people build 

relationships with people that they never would have and it's really an honor and 

privilege.”160 While each aspect of Public Works does not revolve around Shakespeare, 

the program does culminate in a production of a Shakespeare play each summer in the 

Delacorte. This is the most widely publicized aspect of the program and cultivates 

community bonding and production through the frame of Shakespeare. 

 The other vital reason Public Works has been such a success is that The Public 

has properly allocated funding, grant money, and staff support. Unlike Public Forum, 

Public Works receives grant money alongside any money from the institutional budget. 

The program attracts funding from foundations and donors and raises a great deal of 

money for the Public as a whole. Furthermore, the huge growth from two full time staff 

members in less than a decade, plus a teaching artist fellowship, additional support staff 

for the summer pageants, and staff volunteer support during monthly potlucks, means the 

program has the labor it needs to properly function. As I stated earlier in the chapter, 

institutions have to invest time, money, and resources to make engagement work 

successful and in the case of Public Works, at least, the institution has. 

Shakespeare Theatre Company features a number of paratheatrical humanities 

events, ranging multiple formats. The two that I focus on for this section, however, are 

the Mock Trial and Will on the Hill events. Though The Public is perhaps the most 

outwardly political theatre in terms of their artistic work, Shakespeare Theatre Company 

actually devotes quite a bit of money, time, and staff to fundraising events featuring US 

government officials, making them a political theatre in a different sense.  

 
160Brisa Muñoz. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, November 15, 2019. 
 



 

 115 

The Mock Trial event is sponsored through the theatre’s Bard Association, which 

builds relationships with the legal community in DC and the Mock Trial usually takes 

place twice a year with financial support from DC firms. The trial is a fundraising dinner 

and event, which people can purchase tickets for at various price levels. As the main 

event, lawyers argue the case for specific Shakespeare characters before a panel of 

judges, including sitting Supreme Court Justices. As described on the program’s site, 

“conceived in 1994, the Mock Trial Series explores the connection of classical theatre 

and modern-day law. Tickets to the event have been known to sell out in minutes due to 

the prominent law professionals it hosts.”161 The theatre moved into its own space in 

1992 after breaking with The Folger, making Mock Trial one of the first paratheatrical 

programs implemented at the theatre. That this program is nearly as old as the theatre’s 

current iteration speaks to the important place political and judicial constituencies have 

within the institution, both artistically and financially. 

The Mock Trials are well known in DC and are a big fundraiser for the theatre. 

By bringing together modern legal theory and practice with Shakespeare’s characters and 

plot, STC has managed to tap into and retain a faithful audience in DC. This fundraiser is 

not invite-only, student tickets are available, and recordings of each trial are available on 

C-SPAN and YouTube. These events are of course meant to make money for the 

institution and do rely heavily on predominantly white judges and lawyers, many of 

whom have affected DC’s communities and the US at large. STC has identified a key 

constituency, unusually prescient to their community, and has built strong relationships 

with them. In doing so, the theatre has crafted a semi-annual event that helps provide 

 
161 https://www.shakespearetheatre.org/events/virtual-mock-trial/  
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money for the other paratheatrical programming that takes place at the theatre. 

Furthermore, by offering free tickets to students and heavily discounted tickets to law 

clerks, the theatre has identified audiences it wants to grow, ones who will likely be able 

to take advantage of the theatre’s Under 30 and student ticketing program upon return 

visits. This identification has arisen in part because of the support of law firms at the 

development level, both at STC and other theatres. The Public, for example, reserves 

blocks of tickets for law firms that donate to the theatre, ensuring that nearly a fourth of 

the audience for a run at the Delacorte are from firms in the city.162  

The Mock Trial qualifies as paratheatrical audience engagement because it is 

possible many of the patrons who see the connection production attend the event and it is 

partly meant to supplement the production. However, I also categorize the engagement 

work going on with Mock Trial overall as audience development. Yes, it is meant to 

engage DC’s politically minded audiences and to discuss legal aspects of each production 

with audiences, but by creating the Bard Association program and having it sponsor this 

event twice a year, the program serves to engage the legal community, to garner support 

and financial funds from them, and to continue to grow the theatre’s constituency from 

this community. DC is a city that runs on political power. STC has created a unique 

program that pits some of the most powerful legal minds in the US against each other for 

entertainment and has aligned these power structures with Shakespeare and his works. 

Furthermore, this program produces the most high-profile events at the theatre (with 

exception, perhaps, of the gala) and by doing so signals the kind of people STC wants in 

the audience and institution. By leveraging the political and cultural power of the legal 

 
162 Jason Zinoman. “ THEATER; First Thing We Do, Let's Seat All the Lawyers.” The New York Times, 11 July 2004. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/11/theater/theater-first-thing-we-do-let-s-seat-all-the-lawyers.html  
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community in order to bring money and audiences into the theatre and to expose them to 

Shakespeare in a new way, the theatre does elevate this constituency above others.  

STC further leans into its placement in the country’s capital with its program Will 

on the Hill. This program uses professional actors, journalists, and government officials 

to stage scenes from Shakespeare’s comedies, with the addition of contemporary political 

jokes. The program’s webpage states: “The annual Will on the Hill fundraiser celebrates 

bipartisanship and arts education as Members of Congress unite on our Shakespearean 

stage for a one-night-only comedy performance. Proceeds from this event support 

Shakespeare Theatre Company’s many education, artistic and community engagement 

programs.”163 The event serves as a fundraiser for the theatre’s other engagement 

programs and features a pre-performance cocktail hour and post-performance buffet and 

most guests attend by purchasing VIP tickets or sponsorships.  

By bringing together a bipartisan group of people at the capital’s largest 

Shakespeare’s theatre, the theatre gets to use the event for marketing and grant purposes, 

in addition to drawing in bipartisan donors and board members. While this event may 

seem primarily like an audience development program, and it is, I argue that it is also an 

audience engagement program. Not only does the program raise funds for the other 

programming that occurs at the theatre, but it also engages a specific audience 

demographic with power that STC is clearly interested in. This program is not for the 

average theatregoer or community member in DC. This is evident in the program’s 

steering committee, which features members of law firms, major banks like Capital One 

and Wells Fargo, the Motion Picture Association, and United Airlines.164 The people 

 
163 https://www.shakespearetheatre.org/support/special-events/will-on-the-hill/  
164 https://www.shakespearetheatre.org/support/special-events/will-on-the-hill/  
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placed on steering committees directly affect how a program functions and who it is for. 

Shakespeare Theatre is unique in this project because of its location in Washington DC 

and its access to political figures for marketing, fundraising, and audience development 

and that placement affects the paratheatrical programs it produces and the audiences it 

attracts. 

 

Conclusion    

While it is vital that practitioners and scholars investigate the ramifications of this 

work and the histories tied to it, it is important to recognize that most staff members 

undertake this work because they care deeply about audience, education, and community 

work. In most instances, staff do not have adequate institutional power and are not able to 

make programming as inclusive or expansive as they would like. In addition, institutional 

leadership and boards tend to view change as a project with an end date rather than 

something that has to continue to evolve with each production, season, and year and that 

must be inclusive of staff, audience, and community feedback. This, combined with 

overwork, underpay, and lack of labor support, contributes to staff burnout and high rates 

of turnover, which directly affect audience engagement programming for the worse.  

Paratheatrical engagement events serve as the main place audiences and 

communities interact with staff and artists from the theatre directly and, outside of word 

of mouth and online response, they are also one of the best ways for institutions to gain 

feedback from patrons. In the case of Shakespeare-focused institutions, these events and 

programs exist to rationalize why Shakespeare (and why a Shakespeare theatre) is 

necessary. Holistically, paratheatrical events present audiences with instances of 
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Shakespeare’s relevance to their lives and communities and invite them to engage 

directly with each production and Shakespeare’s place in American society at large. 

These programs are where the institution’s approach to Shakespeare really emerges. 

While productions might be the most apparent presentation of Shakespeare, artistic teams 

change with each production, meaning a theatre’s approach to Shakespeare on stage can 

alter multiple times in the span of one season. The way a theatre chooses to present 

conversations about Shakespeare, his work, and his cultural legacy to audiences and how 

those programs are funded actually says a great deal more about Shakespeare’s place in 

American theatre and culture.  

Engagement events that are directly tied to a production generally serve four main 

purposes: to lay educational groundwork prior to a performance, to provide space post-

show to reflect internally and collectively, to create and/or deepen ties between audiences 

and staff, and to collect feedback from audiences about the production and their 

experience at the theatre. Pre-show engagement programming often focuses on 

knowledge delivery, providing the audience with context about each production and play 

and are generally delivered by dramaturgs and/or invited academics. Post-show 

discussions and talkbacks tend to follow a generic model in which a facilitator (usually a 

staff member) leads artists and invited speakers through a conversation with each other 

before then opening up the floor for audience questions. Humanities, one night only, and 

special events are much more amorphous, though they tend to only tangentially connect 

to shows currently in production and are often used as fundraising events. The theatres 

included in this project use a combination of paratheatrical programs in order to appeal 
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broadly to audiences, to increase access to theatre staff and the theatrical process, and to 

promote the idea that Shakespeare is culturally good.  

This brings me back to the interview snippet I quoted at the start of this chapter 

from Noble and Wyer Bello at Shakespeare Theatre Company:  

Samantha: there’s some great poetry in Shakespeare, there's some great stories in 

Shakespeare, there's great relationships in Shakespeare. Shakespeare was written 

and it was derived from other things. So, there's history, things that people can 

learn in it. And there are things we can learn about ourselves about big emotions 

in it. So those things tend to be what I try to think about when we talk about 

Shakespeare. Now, companywide, when we think Shakespeare Theatre Company, 

and the question you asked, we have, it's almost like an obstacle.165 

This problem is one of the reasons engagement programming often centers around 

Shakespeare and his works. Engagement events give theatres the leeway to sustain a 

focus on Shakespeare while at the same time making space for other playwrights and 

conversations within a season. This work not only justifies continuing to include 

Shakespeare in the institution’s name, but also draws on the playwright’s perceived 

cultural importance in order to raise money and to imbue a sense of importance and 

growth for audience members. This is ultimately why theatres use the myth of 

Shakespeare’s universality to warrant continuing to produce his works and, perhaps more 

importantly, to receive funding for engagement and education events. As Wyer Bello 

states, “there are things we can learn about ourselves in it.”166  

 
165 Noble, LeeAnet and Samantha Wyer Bello. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, September 17, 2019. 
166  Noble, LeeAnet and Samantha Wyer Bello. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, September 17, 2019. 
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However, if Shakespeare theatres promote paratheatrical events as engagement 

and/or “enrichment” programming staff must move away from universalizing language 

and turn instead to centering the needs and responses of their audience. This is why I 

have included a quotation from Coriolanus in this chapter’s title- the people must have 

their voices and institutions must listen to them. To continue to promote Shakespeare as 

universal in lieu of fostering difficult discussions with audiences about whether or not 

they think he is useful will only further push audiences away from him as a playwright 

and potentially from the institution. Paratheatrical programming should amplify the voice 

of its audience, not that of Shakespeare. He is a gateway, not a destination.  

Institutional approaches to paratheatrical engagement work and the idea of 

Shakespeare’s universality are woven together; these programs serve to further the 

theatre’s mission and to promote a specific version of Shakespeare to audiences. As I’ve 

discussed in this chapter, this approach to Shakespeare can have political and financial 

complications and is often at odds with the kind of work theatre staff want to produce. 

The engagement programming I have discussed up until now has almost exclusively 

taken place inside the theatre (with the exception of Public Works). My next chapter 

continues this conversation around universality, engagement, and Shakespeare and looks 

at how theatre education initiatives promote Shakespeare actively in communities and 

how these programs uphold Shakespeare in the American canon. 
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Chapter Three: “This Wide and Universal Theatre:” Educational 
Programming at Shakespeare Theatres and the Myth of Universality 

 
 Education programming is a vital part of the regional landscape in American 

theatre and the programs theatre workers and educators implement, particularly those tied 

to Shakespeare, assist development departments in raising funds from donors and bring in 

substantial amounts of the institution’s revenue at large from workshop fees, student 

tickets, summer camps, and training programs. As Delilah Bermudez Brataas notes, 

“shifting Shakespeare from the school bench and into the theatre has proven not only 

popular, but profitable, for such groups, and they have inspired countless teachers and 

educators to work with Shakespeare.”167 Education programs are subject to the demands 

of American curriculum, as current Common Core Standards require Shakespeare to be 

taught in grades 11 and 12 and strongly suggest including his plays in English lesson 

plans for grades 9 and 10.168 In order to be relevant and desirable for teachers and 

administrators, theatres build a significant portion of educational programming around 

what teachers currently need support for and this connection between Shakespeare and 

education in the US has a long history. As I’ll explain, Shakespeare has been and 

continues to be used as a tool of “betterment” and theatres are able to partner with 

schools because Shakespeare programming is seen as adding educational value to 

students, not because it introduces them to the arts but because it introduces them to the 

arts through Shakespeare. As Matthew Reason argues in a UK context, school trips to 

theatres serve three main purposes: to fulfill “broader educational objectives,” to promote 

 
167 Delilah Bermudez Brataas. “ Re-posing the Question: Shakespeare in/and Education”. Early Modern Culture Online. 7, 1, i-xiii. ii.  
168 Common Core State Standards (Washington, DC:  National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010). 38.  
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audience development, and to ensure “the broad cultural accessibility of Shakespeare, 

hopefully beyond limits defined by family or class.”169  

 In Shakespeare Valued, Sarah Olive argues that research into the value of 

Shakespeare in arts and education programming “adds value to Shakespeare: it rarely 

asks why Shakespeare is valuable.”170 Part of the reason “Why Shakespeare?” is rarely 

asked seriously in theatre education programs is because Shakespeare is valuable to 

programs. Each theatre uses Shakespeare’s cultural value in order to support the 

institution financially in general and educational programming in particular. By 

questioning Shakespeare’s inherent value, the theatre’s financial bottom line is called into 

question and thus the point of the program. If Shakespeare is no longer valuable, neither 

is what the theatre offers. This is why so many theatres rely on older models of education 

and the idea of Shakespeare as the always relevant cultural genius- to innovate and 

grapple with Shakespeare means risking leaving him and financially beneficial programs 

behind. However, posing the question “why Shakespeare?” provides theatre staff and 

practitioners with a chance to create a vision of Shakespeare that anyone can access 

without reinscribing the myth that he is universal. As Alexa Alice Joubin posits, “the 

myth of universality is built upon a discursive move that presupposes unchanging 

meanings of the same story to different cultures, an assumption that the plays are always 

locally relevant in the same way in aesthetic, moral, and political terms.”171 What might it 

look like to use Shakespeare to transform programming rather than using Shakespeare to 

 
169 Matthew Reason. “What makes a theatregoer? Habitus, identity and interest development in adolescent audiences to Shakespeare” 
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170 Sarah Elizabeth Olive. Shakespeare Valued: Education Policy and Pedagogy 
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uphold programming? The theatres included in this project fall along a spectrum of 

addressing this question but still stop short of fully asking the question “why 

Shakespeare?” to staff, board, and donors, let alone to audiences.  

Programs that bring Shakespeare to youth and so-called under-served populations, 

are attractive to arts foundations and donors. As Ayanna Thompson illuminates in 

Passing Strange, the NEA and other foundations fund youth and education programs in 

part to create a new constituency, “an audience that in the future would revive the 

flagging non-musical theatre market.”172 Furthermore, initiatives like the NEA’s 

“Shakespeare in American Communities” use rhetoric that “suggests that the benefits for 

the under-served are educational- exposure to great art and informed discussions about it- 

the logic to the subtext suggests that the benefit is really to society at large.”173 The 

existence of educational programs are couched in elitist and white structures, which tell 

students and audiences that Shakespeare is good for them and for American society at 

large. I will admit, as a teaching artist who has led workshops on a tour funded by the 

NEA’s “Shakespeare in American Communities” initiative, it is not an easy thing to 

acknowledge that in many ways, educational programming at institutions is led by 

financial incentives rather than pedagogical ones institutionally and that this hierarchy of 

priorities at its core is exclusionary.  

This focus on financial viability is connected to the growth of arts philanthropy 

and funding in the 20th century. Zakaras and Lowell locate a significant shift in 

partnerships between the government, corporations, and public school systems in the 
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1970s:  

“In the 1970s, when a large number of urban public schools lost a high proportion 

of their qualified arts teachers, many of their communities turned to resources 

offered by non-school organizations to help stem the disintegration of arts 

education. National foundations and federal arts policy encouraged this 

development- Coming to Our Senses: The Significance of the Arts for American 

Education, a 1977 report by the Arts, Education, and Americans Panel, led by 

David Rockefeller, proposed a national arts education policy founded on such 

collaborations- and initiated a flow of federal, state, and local funding to support 

it. Public and private funders established grant programs that created financial 

incentives for schools to form partnerships with arts organizations in their 

communities and to engage local artists in residencies. As funding from these 

sources expanded, more and more schools drew on these programs, and today’s 

arts organizations have an established place in the arts education landscape.”174  

The mid-twentieth century saw a greater collaboration between public and private 

funding sectors, resulting in a direct effect on the connection between curriculum and the 

growth of education programming at US theatres. Marjorie Garber ties this growth to the 

state of corporate funding in the 20th century, as highlighted by the Rockefeller family, 

and the increased importance played on valuing the arts in daily life. While some 

granting bodies still utilize this approach to advocate for funding arts programming, 

corporate sponsors in the 21st century are more profit-driven and “the goal is manifestly 

to edge out the competition, and/or to gain fame, good will, and prestige, and therefore to 
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augment the bottom line.”175 Funding programs dedicated to increasing access to 

Shakespeare for students is, then, a factor in how corporations and philanthropic bodies 

build a positive public image. 

Taking this into account, this chapter surveys the current state of education 

departments at each of the five theatres in this project. I begin by briefly charting a 

history of Shakespeare in American classrooms before then moving to a discussion of 

how educational programming functions at each theatre. The bulk of the chapter breaks 

down types of educational programs, sorting programs under those meant to support 

curriculum and those that serve more as training programs. These subsections include 

student matinees, student workshops, summer camps, teacher training, and public courses 

and workshops. What results is education programming dedicated to servicing students 

and teachers but nonetheless beholden to mythologizing Shakespeare for financial 

incentive, both in marketing (ticket sales) and in development (grants and fundraising). 

Ultimately, I argue that education programs at Shakespeare institutions are inaccessible to 

most students due to financial structures and while the staff act in good faith, this 

investment in promoting the idea of Shakespeare as a universally relatable and valuable 

cultural figure continues this cycle of inaccessibility, as programs are designed to support 

the theatre and to connect to school curriculum rather than to support students. Despite 

best intentions, many programs as they currently stand are extensions of colonial forms of 

education that the larger institution has vested interests in maintaining in order to secure 

viability in capitalist markets. Until the governing body of each institution reckons with 

the structures it continues to enact in order to move towards curriculum expansion and 
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centering student needs above those of the institution’s financial growth, education 

programming at each theatre will continue to uphold these systems, regardless of staff 

and artist intention. 

Similar to the paratheatrical events outlined in chapter two, education 

programming serves to further the case for Shakespeare in American life but on a larger 

scale, reaching outside of the space of the theatre in partnership with schools across the 

country. While the staff running these programs may undertake this work for purely 

educational purposes, many of the programs do serve multiple functions, including 

audience development. In his work on Shakespeare institutions, Geoffrey Way argues 

that “as these programs strive to obtain the attention of young audiences and sustain it on 

the institutions and their work beyond educational contexts, they attempt to create 

experiences that will bring students back once they have completed the programs.”176 

Education programming at Shakespeare theatres in the United States faces the same 

question I expounded upon in chapter two: how do you teach Shakespeare as a universal 

figure worthy of students' sustained attention when doing so often reifies supremacist 

ideas of culture and worthiness? 

 

A Brief History of Shakespeare in US Education 

 Shakespeare is considered a staple of education in the United States today and, as 

Jason M. Demeter has argued, Shakespeare's prominence in and out of the classroom has 

been built over time through a series of local and federal curriculum and programming 
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decisions.177 The history of Shakespeare in education in the United States could and has 

warranted its own project: however, for the purposes of this chapter, I will provide a brief 

and non-exhaustive overview of how Shakespeare has evolved in US schools, with a 

particular focus on how this development relates to educational programming in US 

theatres. As I’ll expand upon shortly, Shakespeare is canonized in American schools 

because of colonial and racist histories in which the playwright functions as a tool to 

enforce a blanket white, Anglo, and often Christian identity in school curriculum.178 As 

Mira Kafantaris articulates: “Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets were a staple in this 

curriculum of deculturation — a curriculum whose main object was the complete erasure 

of the rich native cultural, spiritual, and linguistic heritage and its replacement with 

English-language proficiency and domestic and manual labor skills.”179 Due to historical 

canonizations of Shakespeare in American education, he is often seen as the pinnacle of 

education culturally when it comes to literature and theatre. This image of Shakespeare as 

the universal figure, crafted over the past two centuries and solidified through funding 

and curriculum decisions, works to validate the need for arts education, since programs 

are then seen as culturally and morally good for students. 

 In Shakespeare in America, Vaughan and Vaughan chart the history of 

Shakespeare in the United States from the colonial era to the early 21st century. As they 

point out, during the colonial period, Shakespeare was not a prevalent figure, at least in 

educational spaces and it wasn’t until the long-nineteenth century that the country began 
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“embracing and remaking of Shakespeare into an American staple.”180 Shakespeare’s 

place in the curriculum grew gradually, due to similarities in schoolbooks like 

McGuffey’s Readers, The New England Primer, American First Class Reader, and 

National Reader. In the 19th century, “a vast number of Americans in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries shared a common educational experience” due to these 

readers.181 Shakespeare-focused lessons often involved memorization and recitation, 

rather than the close reading exercises one might see in classrooms today. This practice 

resembles something approaching theatrical education, which is generally relegated now 

to single workshops provided by theatrical institutions, but removes the student’s creative 

impulses, opting instead for straightforward recitation, meant to strengthen elocutionary 

skills rather than theatrical or literary ones. Charles Frey has discussed the role of 

elocutionary readers in his work on Shakespeare in American education: “By the time 

Shakespeare began to be introduced to the mass of American students in elocutionary 

readers, he was no longer regarded as a dramatist but rather as a writer of lofty moral 

tags, many of which were quoted approvingly by American presidents. And this approval 

was largely a trickle-down from the Bardolatry which had migrated with the upper 

classes from England in the later eighteenth century.”182 The nineteenth century then is 

when Shakespeare begins to be seen in the United States as useful politically and 

morally, but not a universally relevant figure, particularly as many Americans continued 

to push back against ties to England’s cultural heritage.  
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The late nineteenth century also saw universities beginning to canonize 

Shakespeare, though through a longer process due to the lack of standardized materials, 

like elocutionary readers, which helped solidify Shakespeare in the curriculum for 

younger students. As Vaughan points out, “until well past mid-century, Shakespeare 

rarely appeared in the college curriculum” and teaching Shakespeare and his 

contemporaries “emerged gradually, usually through one of more teachers of rhetoric on 

each campus who from personal preference emphasized aesthetic examples of writing 

and speaking but stopped short of assigning the whole work.”183 Eventually, due in part 

to the shift in curricula focus to the sciences and the decision of professors at major 

universities to begin teaching full length plays in literature courses, Shakespeare became 

a mainstay of course offerings. By 1906 “twenty-five of America’s thirty liberal arts 

colleges offered at least one course on Shakespeare.”184 While Shakespeare has a long 

history in US schools, he is not as foundational to the liberal arts as his cultural 

prominence might lead the general public to believe. This prominence was built over 

decades and is in part perpetuated through theatrical programming.  

In discussions of the history of Shakespeare in the United States, the systematic, 

violent uses of Shakespeare in education cannot be ignored. Alongside the growth of 

Shakespeare in universities, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the start 

of Indian boarding-schools. An extension of assimilation policies started in 1819 by the 

Civilization Fund Act, from 1860 to 1978, these boarding schools existed for the sole 

purpose of erasing indigenous customs and language, attempting to replace them with 
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those considered to be white, Christian, and Eurocentric.185 As Mary Annette Pember 

explains, about one third of the 357 schools were explicitly tied to a Christian 

denomination and “native families were coerced by the federal government and Catholic 

Church officials into sending their children to live and attend classes at boarding 

schools.”186 The boarding schools were meant to replace indigenous childrens’ customs 

in all regards and were site of extreme abuse:  

“This is what achieving civilization looked like in practice: Students were 

stripped of all things associated with Native life. Their long hair, a source of pride 

for many Native peoples, was cut short, usually into identical bowl haircuts. They 

exchanged traditional clothing for uniforms, and embarked on a life influenced by 

strict military-style regimentation. Students were physically punished for 

speaking their Native languages. Contact with family and community members 

was discouraged or forbidden altogether. Survivors have described a culture of 

pervasive physical and sexual abuse at the schools. Food and medical attention 

were often scarce; many students died. Their parents sometimes learned of their 

death only after they had been buried in school cemeteries, some of which were 

unmarked.”187 

Shakespeare is tied explicitly to this history of violence and colonization, as these 

boarding schools regularly taught Shakespeare, presenting his work as the ideal 

replacement for each child’s own form of storytelling. As Madeline Sayet states, this 

history of violence has resulted in a fraught relationship between indigenous communities 
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and Shakespeare: "In many instances, the reason we have Shakespeare is because we 

were forced to give up our own languages."188 The inclusion of Shakespeare in these 

boarding schools served a specific, violent purpose and the idea of Shakespeare as the 

perfect figure for white, Eurocentric culture remains pervasive in the United States today. 

In Masks of Conquest Viswanathan argues “a great deal of strategic maneuvering went 

into the creation of a blueprint for social control in the guise of a humanistic program of 

enlightenment.”189 While Viswanathan is writing specifically on the use of Shakespeare 

as a colonial tool for the British in India, the use of Shakespeare in curriculum in order to 

shape and erase identity is similar to what occurred in the 19th and 20th centuries in the 

United States at Indian boarding-schools.  

This use of Shakespeare as a tool for social control is additionally related to 

Shakespeare’s prevalence in US classrooms in the 20th century during segregation. In his 

dissertation, Civil Rights Shakespeares: Race, Education, and Nation in Postwar 

America, Jason M. Demeter charts Shakespeare’s place in racial discourses prevalent in 

the civil rights era in the United States, with particular focus on Shakespeare’s role in 

mass education and the effects it had on national ideologies. As Demeter argues, the 

histories of Shakespeare in the eighteenth and nineteenth century resulted in a cultural 

tension around the place of Shakespeare in the 20th century: “Shakespeare is both an 

officially sanctioned cornerstone of America scholastic culture while also managing to 

maintain somehow a residual veneer of high-cultural signification.”190 This tension is 
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inherently linked to Shakespeare’s growing place in the mass education system and his 

place in asserting white, Eurocentric ideals in the classroom:  

“Given the rise of compulsory schooling in the early-twentieth century, along 

with Shakespeare’s increasingly central role within a developing English 

curriculum, the poet was necessarily implicated within an educational system that, 

in many parts of the United States, functioned explicitly as an instrument of 

segregation. Quite simply: Shakespeare was for the schoolroom, and the 

schoolroom was often segregated along black and white racial lines. Thus, the 

playwright, who had once been a source of popular entertainment 

throughout the nineteenth century, was remade incrementally into an object of 

mandatory 

study, compulsory veneration, and black and white racial division.”191  

Demeter’s assertion that Shakespeare is connected to systems of segregation in the 

United States is an important one. The playwright served as a tool for reifying cultural 

prominence for white students and for prompting black students to assimilate into cultural 

whiteness at the same time school districts were systematically underfunding black 

schools.  

As Demeter notes, this assimilation process extended to those immigrating to the 

United States as well: 

 “Perhaps unsurprisingly, one of the more effective means by which members of 

European ethnic minorities were able to integrate themselves within the wider 

white 
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population was through their involvement in America’s burgeoning mass 

education 

system. In this regard the study of language and literature was particularly useful, 

and 

Shakespeare, already established as the preeminent English author, was viewed as 

an 

essential tool for use in the Americanization of non-English immigrants”192  

Shakespeare has been used as a tool of colonization and segregation by the US 

government to both force assimilation to a specific vision of cultural acceptance and to 

block people from ever actually achieving that vision. This legacy of assimilation through 

Shakespeare, as Demeter discusses, has led countless people to use Shakespeare as a tool 

to gain acceptance and in some cases power and agency in the United States.  

I focus on the histories of Shakespeare in this country at the start of this chapter 

because it is impossible to untangle the very real effects of Shakespeare’s role in mass 

education and the way theatre programming has evolved alongside curriculum in the 

United States. Viswanathan argues that “a vital if subtle connection exists between a 

discourse in which those who are to be educated are represented as morally and 

intellectually deficient and the attribution of moral and intellectual values to the literary 

works they are assigned to read.”193 This dynamic can be found explicitly in theatres 

offering Shakespeare programming. This curriculum is what dictates which resources 

teachers need and which programming they can get funding for, which in turn affects the 

programming that each of the theatres in this project creates in terms of workshops and 
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youth productions. For example, the NEA’s Shakespeare in American Communities 

application for the 2020 funding year stated that in addition to funding programs 

explicitly tied to Shakespeare productions, “grants will also be awarded for performances 

and educational outreach activities aimed at youth currently in the juvenile justice 

system.”194 Granting bodies are drawn to programming that works specifically with 

“underserved” populations and because of this Shakespeare theatres often place a focus 

on what the institution is offering to these populations and how programming “enriches” 

their lives. This dynamic, in which Shakespeare is seen as a cultural tool for betterment, 

is an extension of the one described by Viswanathan, Demeter, and Sayet, and this 

dynamic shows up frequently in grant applications for community and educational 

outreach. 

As I move on to the next sections regarding how theatres structure and run 

programming and how that programming fits into broader institutional missions, it is 

important to keep these histories and dynamics in mind as each has shaped the creation 

and proliferation of the intersection of Shakespeare, philanthropy, and theatre education. 

Without this history morphing Shakespeare into a universal figure integral to the 

educational growth of American students, theater programming in the United States 

would look much different. As Denise Albanese argues, “it is the educational apparatus, 

which during the twentieth century more and more inevitably takes the entire country as 

its horizon, that has afforded Shakespeare his most durable mass-cultural presence.”195 

Albanese’s word choice of “affords” is pertinent, as Shakespeare’s cultural prominence is 
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maintained through educational outreach programs, which further the bottom line of the 

institution financially.  

 

The Student Matinee 

 When I interviewed theatre practitioners and staff regarding educational 

programming, the student matinee and subsequent talkback were often the first initiatives 

to come up. This structure mimics a theatre’s “regular” paratheatrical programming, 

presenting a show and then including a moment of discussion after and it is the most 

visible single display of student engagement for a theatre. By bringing in students, 

generally hundreds at a time, theatres are able to physically present programming, both to 

donors and for marketing purposes. These matinees are often underwritten by 

government and foundation grants and even with this support, many programs are 

expensive. Student matinees are an important part of a theatre’s educational programming 

and it is important to acknowledge the financial underpinnings of them in order to discuss 

the ways in which these programs are accessible to students from a variety of 

backgrounds.  

 In this section, I present a snapshot of how student matinee programs work at 

each theatre, how programs attempt to make them accessible when the financial needs of 

the theatre create barriers for student entry, how these programs ultimately serve as 

audience development initiatives to create new audiences for Shakespeare, and how those 

initiatives relate to the histories of indoctrination in US curriculum. This section features 

programming from each of the theatres included in this project, except The Public, which 

does not offer student specific performances. This section begins with Chicago 
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Shakespeare and Shakespeare Theatre Company, which feature both student matinees at 

the theatre and performances at area schools and then moves to American Shakespeare 

Center and Oregon Shakespeare, which offer either one or the other.  

 Chicago Shakespeare Theatre regularly reaches 40,000 students per year through 

education programming, roughly 11% of the Chicago Public School system’s 355,156 

students.196 

This program is a part of the legacy of Shakespeare partnerships within the city, as the 

1934 world fair, held in Chicago, featured a Merrie England village, regularly putting on 

performances in a reconstructed Globe Theatre. Organizers actively recruited teachers 

and asked them to bring their students to the theatre, reserving a set number of seats for 

students. As Rosemary Kegl notes, “The Globe Theatre productions had a modest 

presence in the educational materials and press releases that eventually brought between 

250,000 and 300,000 elementary and secondary school students to the fair in September 

and October of 1934.”197 The vast majority of CST’s students encounter the theatre 

through the student matinee program, which covers both mainstage productions and 

abridged productions. The abridged productions are built with students in mind- they are 

75 minutes long and feature a 15-minute post-show discussion and take place both at the 

theatre’s space on Navy Pier and on tour to schools. Student matinee costs vary between 

the offerings as well:  

“For student groups (of 15 or more), ticket prices are: $24 per student for our full-

length student matinee productions; $13 per student for our abridged Shakespeare 
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productions. Teachers receive one complimentary chaperone ticket for every 20–

25 students, depending upon the students’ ages. Student group pricing is also 

available for our subscribed public performances, as well, as low as $35 per 

student. Teachers receive one complimentary chaperone ticket for each student 

group attending a subscribed public performance.”198 

Chicago offers student specific matinees for abridged and full-length programming in 

addition to offering student group pricing for non-student matinees and evening 

performances. While student groups are welcome at these non-designated performances, 

it is certainly within each school’s financial interest to bring students to the student-

designated matinees. In addition, each student-designated performance features a post-

show discussion, something which student groups attending non-designated 

performances may not get to experience. 

 Each student-designated performance at Chicago Shakespeare begins with a 

welcome speech meant to invite students into the space and features a post-show 

discussion. The pre-show speech is given by an actor and, as Public Humanities Manager 

Sara B. T. Thiel explained, is meant to do double duty:  

Sara: You know in the speech we encourage them, if you don’t get it right away, 

that’s okay. It’s like listening to a new album and sometimes your ears need some 

time to adjust. Just look at our faces, look at our bodies, look at how we’re...listen 

to the tone of our voices and you’ll get there.  

Emily: Great.  
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Sara: “Don’t worry.” And so, we do that for all of our student matinees and it also 

serves as a like “Keep your feet out of the aisles, we’re going to be running 

down…” All of that kind of stuff. All of the cell phone business. But couching it 

in a way that… 

Emily: That doesn’t feel prohibitive? 

Sara: Finger waggy. Because then they are sitting there like “oh this isn’t for me.”  

Emily: “This is a space that I need to be buttoned up and…” 

Sara: Yeah, “I’m not supposed to be there.”199 

That a major concern for Education staff is student hesitation about being in the space is 

telling and harkens back to the histories of exclusion and the way Shakespeare has been 

used to educate students in particular about how to “properly” behave in the theatre and 

in society at large. As Thiel notes, the Education team at CST tries to foster the most 

welcoming environment possible for students visiting the theatre, though the theatre does 

still include a pre-show speech detailing behavior expectations. This approach carries 

over into the post-show discussion as well. 

When I spoke with Sara B.T. Thiel, she broke down the theatre’s approach to 

student discussions:  

Sara: We do a post-show discussion after every student matinee.  

Emily: Great! 

Sara: Every single one. So, if it’s a full-length performance, Marilyn, she’ll still 

run the post show discussion. It’s 20 minutes instead of 30 minutes and it’s 

whatever student groups can stay, based on their school schedule and how long 
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the show is. For our abridged production, which we do every year, which is our 

student matinee series, it’s a 75-minute performance of a Shakespeare play 

followed by a 15-minute post show discussion with the entire cast. So that’s really 

built in as what we think of as our sixth act and it’s always a member of our 

education team that’s leading that. So, it’ll be me, Marilyn Halperin, the Director 

of Education, Jason Harrington, our Education Outreach Manager, or Maggie 

Suggett, our Learning Programs Manager.200 

As Thiel asserts, post-show discussions are integral to how student matinees at Chicago 

Shakespeare operate. They occur after every performance, are included in the ticket price, 

and vary in length depending on school needs. That the Education department views the 

post-show discussion as the “sixth act” of the play displays the theatre’s investment in 

engaging with students- paratheatrical student programming is not simply an add on to 

the performance, but something that is included within the frame of the performance and 

is treated accordingly.  

 Leading student-centered paratheatrical discussions differs from leading those 

discussed in my second chapter in a number of ways. First, productions are geared 

towards a specific constituency rather than those who self-select to stay at a regular post-

show talkback. Second, student groups often have a tight schedule to stick to, meaning 

the facilitator needs to be aware of time limits and needs to be able to keep the discussion 

on track. Third, because most school groups stay, the average post-show discussion 

numbers at Chicago Shakespeare are between 500 and 600 students per show. Facilitating 

conversation between actors and a theatre full of students is quite different from 
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facilitating a post-show discussion with 50 audience members who have chosen to attend 

the event. Furthermore, facilitators need to make sure students have a positive experience 

in a way that is not of concern for adult audiences- adults not having a positive post-show 

experience might result in the loss of a few ticketholders, but it will not result in a loss of 

partnership with schools. The facilitator and actors need to be able to concisely answer 

student questions while still making students feel welcome and important so teachers will 

continue to partner with the institution. This applies to both performances at the theatre 

and on tour at schools.  

 Shakespeare Theatre Company features a similar approach to student matinees, 

which start at 10am and feature a talkback after the conclusion of the performance. The 

student matinee program at STC is broken into two separate programs, District 

Shakespeare and Shakespearience. District Shakespeare offers every DC Public and 

Charter School free tickets to a performance, bus transportation, and pre-show workshop, 

along with professional development and curriculum support for teachers, which I’ll 

discuss later in this chapter. The program is supported by the DC Commission on the Arts 

and Humanities, the NEA, the Paul M. Angell Family Foundation, the Marshall B. Coyne 

Foundation, and The International Union of Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers. As 

Ashley Buster explained to me, this program has been a big success for the theatre:  

Ashley: In terms of District Shakespeare, the plan is to get every high school in 

DC to come to at least one. 

Emily: Awesome.  

Ashley: Which typically happens. I think last year, there were four that didn't 

come because of the weather. There will be cancellations or just with the 
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schedules, and then DC Public Schools are not only your traditional, like a nine to 

12 public school, but there are adult schools and sometimes all of them don't 

come. But all the high schools come, a bunch of middle schools come. There's 

like... 

Emily: That’s a lot of students. 

Ashley: It’s a lot of students, a lot of students and a lot of schools. I want to say 

something crazy, like 100 something schools.201 

The popularity and effectiveness of this program stems in part from its financial support. 

Because the theatre has secured a number of grants from the government and 

philanthropic entities, the institution is able to offer free tickets, transportation, and 

paratheatrical programming to students and teachers, which lifts the financial barrier 

many schools encounter when trying to attend student or mainstage performances.  

 Shakespeare Theatre does, however, still run a student matinee series for profit. 

The second matinee program at the theatre is Shakespearience, which features reduced 

ticket prices along with paratheatrical programming and curriculum support for teachers. 

This program is supported by the Beech Street Foundation, DC Commission on the Arts 

& Humanities, the NEA, the Paul M. Angell Family Foundation, the Marshall B. Coyne 

Foundation, and Seyfarth Shaw LLP. While I will detail workshops connected to student 

matinees in the next section, I do want to point out that even within STC’s student 

audience, there are two distinct constituencies (those who attend DC Public Schools and 

those who do not) and the theatre differentiates the two by financial access.  

 
201 Buster, Ashley. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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Regardless of which matinee series students attend, the Engagement and 

Education department staff place a great deal of importance on showing up to each 

matinee to greet and interact with students and teachers:  

Ashley: When students do come to the theatre, they see everybody in Engagement 

and Education. The teachers get to see me, which is the person they've been 

talking to the entire time, they get to see Jimmy, who's the person they've been 

given all their money to, you know what I mean?  

Emily: That’s always nice. 

Ashley: They get to see Dat and Samantha, whose names they might have seen on 

things before, LeeAnet because she's the Audience Engagement Manager, she is 

the person up on the stage facilitating the talkback, so that's another person when 

they get to meet. They get to see Dan, who was likely in half of their classrooms, 

running all those things. All of us are there.  

Emily: That's awesome.  

Ashley: And we're there for the entire time. We're in the theater watching the 

show with them. One of the big things that we do is we're big on letting our 

ushers volunteers know “Yes, we have rules and regulations and everything else 

in this theater. We're here to give these children a really lovely experience. So, 

let's do our best to be firm but sweet.” 

Emily: Yeah, you don’t want to shut them down. 

Ashley: Yeah, that's always a part of our intro speech. “Thank you, everyone for 

being here. Let's give these kids an amazing experience at the theater because we 

want them to come back.”  



 

 144 

Emily: Yeah, and for a lot of them, it's probably the first time the first time 

they've been to the theatre, let alone Shakespeare. 

Ashley: Exactly. We want them to feel like they belong there, like they can 

continue to come back.202 

As Buster notes, welcoming students into the theatrical space means mitigating potential 

harm to students by staff, artists, and volunteers. Like Thiel at Chicago Shakespeare, 

Buster recognizes that student behavior is often more policed than regular theatregoers. 

By discussing this with volunteer ushers prior to the show and by ensuring theatre staff 

are at the matinee to make sure volunteer ushers follow policies, STC attempts to 

welcome students, hopefully ensuring they have a good experience. This is key, since as 

Buster mentions, the goal is to not only ensure the students have a good experience in the 

moment, but that they desire to continue seeing theatre, hopefully Shakespeare and 

hopefully at STC. By providing students with a positive experience day of, theatres can 

make the case for why Shakespeare and the theatre itself should be a part of each 

student’s life. This audience development strategy is in part an extension of the cultural 

assimilation programming detailed at the beginning of this chapter. Without ensuring 

students enjoy their time at the theatre, which often manifests in ticket sales and 

testimonials for grant applications, the link between Shakespeare and the US curriculum 

would begin to break, thus calling the point of educational programming at theatres into 

question. 

 While student programming is certainly important financially in terms of student 

group sales, it is vital for development departments. The urge to deliver a good 

 
202Buster, Ashley. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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experience to students in matinees, talkbacks, and workshops serves educational and 

financial goals. While the teaching artists and most of the staff are primarily focused on 

meeting educational markers and providing innovative pedagogical experiences for 

students, this programming serves a larger institutional goal of audience development. By 

ensuring students want to return to the theatre, Shakespeare institutions grow future 

constituent and donor bases and widen Shakespeare’s cultural importance. These 

programs, like the paratheatrical humanities programming discussed in my second 

chapter, function to raise money for the institution, featuring heavily in grant applications 

and in donor discussions. In fact, STC regularly invites donors to attend student matinees: 

“sometimes we'll have people that are from the programs that are funding 

Shakespearience, people that are part of their board and their organization and stuff like 

that will come through, and they'll get to see, you know, ‘Oh, this is what we're 

supporting. That's dope.’”203 While inviting donors to student events is smart 

development strategy (people do like to see what their money is actually accomplishing), 

their presence at student matinees does highlight the truth about nearly every education 

department at theatres, particularly Shakespeare theatres: education programming is 

dependent on grants and donors and these programs are then used to raise money for the 

theatre at large.   

The American Shakespeare Center features student specific matinees throughout 

the year and regularly reaches 11,000 students through this programming.204 A stand out 

feature of American Shakespeare’s student performances is the approach to accessibility. 

 
203Buster, Ashley. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
204  Sarah Enloe. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 1 October 2019. 
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This emerged in my interview with ASC’s Director of Education, Sarah Enloe:  

Emily: What are some things that you strive for in terms of accessibility, whether 

that's physical accessibility in workshops or at camps or in any of the education 

events or financial accessibility? 

Sarah: Great! So, we always work with people to make it affordable to come. We 

have a great grant through NEA rural, low-income-schools, and we try to offer 

them both tickets to matinees and workshops. We also are very concerned with 

accessibility in terms of, we have the Virginia School for the Deaf and Blind, so 

we do try to do interpreted shows. Right now, we have a visually impaired intern 

that we're learning a lot from and we'd love to do something with visual 

interpretation in the future. We have a partner in American Sign Language 

interpretation who has helped us a lot over the years, but we can really only do 

that once a season because we use the NEA funding for that, too and it's a very 

expensive proposition. It’s the juggling of “I can give these 70 kids this 

experience of interpreted Shakespeare at the same cost that I could probably give 

300 kids tickets.” 

Emily: Right.  

Sarah: So, it’s a balancing act. Our mission includes the word accessibility, we 

want to make Shakespeare accessible for all and we started to offer sensory 

friendly shows.  

Emily: Yay! 

Sarah: Yeah! You know, it doesn't make any sense that we weren't doing that 

before because we do it with the lights on and we do acoustic sound effects. 
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There's really not a whole lot that we had to do but we had some great friends 

who consulted with us here in town and helped us to develop a plan that I'm 

looking forward to growing in the future.205 

Enloe’s discussion of ASC’s accessibility practices, at least how they pertain to student 

programming, illuminates a number of issues theatres regularly face.  

Even though ASC regularly partners with the Virginia School for the Blind and 

the Deaf, providing accessible programming is still an issue for the theatre, primarily due 

to financial ability. As Enloe says, live interpretation is expensive and offering it 

regularly through NEA funding does potentially decrease the number of students the 

program can reach. As I discussed in chapter two regarding Chicago Shakespeare, access 

work needs to be prioritized institutionally in order to be genuinely effective. By 

relegating the budget for accessibility to funds secured through the NEA, a government 

institution which is clearly invested in promoting Shakespeare as universal, ASC 

sidelines accessibility in favor of continuing traditional models of education 

programming. However, the theatre’s mission does include accessibility and in order to 

uphold that institutional mission, this programming should be more robust. Furthermore, 

deciding it’s more important to reach a larger majority of non-disabled children rather 

than spending the money to provide accessible programming to those who may need it on 

a more regular basis is ableist. To be clear, this is not just an issue at ASC- most theatres 

in the United States are barely providing the minimum amount of accessibility on stage 

and off.  

 
205 Sarah Enloe. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 1 October 2019. 
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As Enloe suggests, accessibility is also financial. This is why ASC uses the NEA 

Rural grant to offer tickets and workshops to surrounding schools that may not be able to 

afford otherwise. In addition, ASC is one of the few theatres I’ve encountered that offers 

specific matinees and performances for children who are homeschooled. While 

homeschooled children are always welcome at ASC student matinees, the theatre does 

also provide specific matinees called Homeschool Days, which include a performance 

and workshop.206  

Student programming at Oregon Shakespeare Festival functions slightly 

differently than the other theatres included in this project due to its status as a destination 

theatre. While the education department features plenty of programming open to tourists 

and local audiences, the theatre has had to cast its net wider in order to reach students in 

the surrounding counties and states, in part because Ashland, Oregon is rather remote. 

While the theatre features student group prices (tickets start at $30 and special pricing for 

Title I schools are available), the majority of student focused performances actually take 

place outside of the theatre grounds.207 While OSF has normally sent out an education 

tour to schools up and down the West coast, due to financial losses from the wildfires, the 

education department has had to decrease the number of schools they perform at, 

focusing primarily on partner schools. The theatre has twelve partner schools across the 

state of Oregon, where teaching artists regularly perform and offer workshops. As Kirsten 

Giroux explained to me, OSF picks these partnerships based off of perceived community 

need:  

Kristen:  Some of our criteria are free and reduced lunch numbers. You know- 

 
206 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/education/student-matinees/homeschool-days/  
207 https://www.osfashland.org/en/tickets-and-calendar/group-pricing-and-policies.aspx  
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who needs us? That’s really what it is. 

Emily: Right.  

Kristen: So, we go to some very rural schools. We go to some very urban schools, 

we go in between. We go everywhere. Who needs us?  

Emily: Some students who would never be able to come here otherwise.  

Kristen: Who would never be able to come here and who could use us coming. 

With the partnership, our team doesn't go there just for the day, they may be there 

depending on the population of the school, the size of the school, they can be 

there for up to a week.  

Rather than defining community needs geographically, focusing primarily on surrounding 

districts, OSF has expanded the partner program statewide and has plans to potentially 

expand across the West coast, like the tour. This partner program is a three-year 

commitment, meaning the OSF team will come every year for three years, providing 

performances and workshops, in addition to teacher training. This teacher training, as I’ll 

discuss later in the chapter, takes place on site at OSF and provides funding and 

transportation for each teacher to bring 50 students with them to experience OSF’s 

mainstage shows.208  

Student-focused performances at OSF tend to take place at the schools 

themselves. While student groups are often invited to the theatre, depending on the 

school partnership and program, they do not attend a designated matinee or performance 

for students and view the performance alongside the rest of OSF’s audience. In addition, 

 
208 Kristen Giroux. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
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OSF offers free tickets to performances for any student in the area through the Bowmer 

Project:  

Emily: So, what are the programs that offer free tickets to students? 

Kristen: There has been one, a long-standing program here called Bowmer 

Project. And of course, it's named after Angus Bowmer, the founder of the 

festival and the Bowmer Project is free tickets programs for students in our local 

counties. 

Emily: Wonderful!!  

Kristen: Basically, a teacher has to make a commitment to fulfilling certain things 

and that their students will fulfill certain things. Basically, it means they have to 

see two shows and go to two post show discussions with an actor or somebody in 

the show. The teachers come and do a little teacher training with us, preparing 

them, giving them stuff to teach for their kids to see these shows, right? And then 

they have to do thank you letters to our sponsors. What happens is then the kids 

get what it's called the Pass, plus one, okay? And they get a pass that they can get 

into any show all season long as many times as they want, when there's tickets 

available, and they have a plus one, they can bring somebody with them. 

Emily: That’s amazing! 

Kristen: It's not used as much as you might think. Because it's not that easy to get 

here and if you’re 16, unless you have a car, you have to get somebody to get you 

here.  

Emily: That’s true.  

Kristen: So just to be really clear, it's a great program and I mean, I think it has 
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been transformational for a lot of kids and their teachers. But you would think that 

a lot more of them came. Somebody recently asked how much of the pass is used 

and the numbers aren’t that high, but it is, you know, one of our local towns is 50 

miles away, you know what I mean? 

Emily: Oh, yeah.  

Kristen: So, if that kid gets here three times, that’s a lot.  

Emily: Yeah, that’s a lot of money.  

Kristen: Yeah, so, just to be clear about that. It's been a great program and it is a 

great program and if nothing else, those kids get here with their teacher, at least 

twice. So, it's pretty awesome. But that's our biggest free and reduced tickets 

program.209  

Giroux’s discussion of the Bowmer project points to a number of hurdles facing students 

in attending theatre, particularly in a more rural area. While the program provides free 

tickets for the student and their plus one, they still have to be able to get to the theatre, 

which can be difficult, something which only increases the farther away from Ashland 

the student lives. While the students in this program will get to OSF at least twice a year 

with their teachers, it is not guaranteed they will be able to utilize the unlimited pass 

beyond those two visits. The stipulation that students write thank you notes to donors 

serves to further place students in the position of a receiver, someone who otherwise 

wouldn’t have been able to have this experience with Shakespeare and therefore should 

be grateful to the theatre and its donors for providing this experience. In addition, it is 

 
209 Kristen Giroux. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
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likely these thank you letters are then used by development staff at the theatre to secure 

money from donors and to apply to granting entities.  

As Giroux notes, while the project is well-intentioned and has been impactful for 

a number of students and teachers, it is not as utilized as one might think. In addition, I 

would be remiss not to connect the naming of this program to the naming of ASC’s 

paratheatrical programming. Like Dr. Ralph Presents at ASC, the Bowmer Project locates 

access to and knowledge of Shakespeare in the founder of the theatre, Angus Bowmer, a 

white male. While OSF’s education department is dedicated to increasing access and 

diversity in their programming, it is striking that their program most aimed at creating 

access for students is named in this way. 

 Student matinees are a key component of educational programming at most 

theatres across the United States, but particularly for those dedicated to classical acting 

and Shakespeare. This devotion to producing Shakespeare requires theatres to continually 

make the case to audiences and community members why the theatre is a public necessity 

and educational programming is a sure-fire way to convince community members and 

granting entities of the theatre’s worth. This need to promote student growth and love of 

the arts through Shakespeare is emblematic of how Shakespeare’s place in the US 

curriculum has expanded past the bounds of the classroom and into everyday life. These 

matinees serve to grow audience bases for institutions, to provide attendance numbers for 

grant writers, and to further the vision of Shakespeare as a universal figure. The goals of 

a matinee series are furthered by the workshops that often accompany them.  
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Workshops 

If a theatre features an education department in the United States, a mainstay of 

their programming will presumably be workshops for students, which may take place in 

the theatre space, classroom, community center, in outdoor spaces, or digitally. These 

workshops cover a range of topics, usually tied to what local teachers request. While 

some workshops seek to focus primarily on language and movement in any given text, 

some may focus on devising work with students over a range of subjects not limited to 

literature or drama. Though Education departments at Shakespeare institutions often offer 

a wide array of workshop programs, most will feature Shakespeare primarily or 

tangentially. This focus not only stems from the fact that the institutions are dedicated to 

furthering Shakespeare in American life and place value in teaching Shakespeare to a 

number of age groups, but also because granting entities are eager to support such 

programming. These programs are generally tied to performances that either take place 

on tour in schools or in the home theatre’s space, requiring students to travel to attend the 

production. Workshops might take place before or after a performance and may be part of 

a larger unit taught in collaboration between the teacher and the teaching artists. 

Workshops, combined with performances, weave paratheatrical events into the larger 

theatrical event. This weaving is a key attribute of education programming at the theatres 

featured in this project. 

The Public Theater stands apart in this chapter because the institution does not 

feature an education department. The theatre does offer discounted tickets to students, 

generally for the price of $30, though there are a limited number per show. Free 

programming, Shakespeare-focused of course, takes the form of Shakespeare in the Park, 
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the Mobile Unit, and Public Works, which I discussed in the previous chapter. The Hunts 

Point program is the theatre’s main form of educational programming and since it is 

focused on students creating their own performance rather than attending a performance, 

it is thus in the workshop section.  

Run in collaboration with the Hunts Point Alliance for Children, The Hunts Point 

Children’s Shakespeare Ensemble is a program for fourth, fifth, and sixth graders from 

local schools. Spanning the academic year, students learn background information on 

Shakespeare and his works as they rehearse, and the program culminates in a live 

performance in May featuring support from professional designers, actors, and musicians. 

Since beginning in 2007, the program has reached upwards of 250 students and the Hunts 

Point Alliance for Children “recruits students in April for the following school year, and 

accepts referrals from teachers, parents, and community members.”210 As The Public’s 

website states, this program is meant to provide a holistic experience:  

“Ensemble members work with the original text, learning to read, understand, 

speak, and memorize a Shakespeare play. The experience of working with 

Shakespeare also helps students develop broader and more complex intellectual, 

social, and emotional capacities, while strengthening practical skills such as 

speaking, listening, taking responsibility, teamwork, and generosity that will serve 

them throughout their lives.”211 

As with many education programs, the goals of the program go beyond simply conveying 

knowledge of and fostering appreciation for Shakespeare and his works and aim towards 

advocating for the usefulness of theatre training in developing a range of capabilities. 

 
210 https://www.huntspoint.org/shakespeare-ensemble  
211 https://publictheater.org/programs/public-shakespeare-initiative/  
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While this focus on personal development is common for such programming, a main goal 

of programs like this is to deepen each student’s connection with the artform of theatre, 

encouraging them to either become artists themselves or to become patrons and 

supporters of the arts.  

When I spoke with Rhys McClelland, Education Manager for the Public 

Shakespeare Initiative, he explained that the Hunts Point program is in many ways 

viewed as another production:  

Rhys: Every program that we do in terms of the way that it interfaces with the rest 

of the building is structured like a production. 

Emily: Okay. 

Rhys: So even if it’s only a one-night event, we will have a show team including 

producers and production management, company management. With the Hunts 

Point Children’s Shakespeare Ensemble, it’s kind of the opposite. It’s a program 

but again has the same team, so there are a lot of people that interact with the 

program that we might not be necessarily directly connected to. Like wardrobe, 

production- so it functions kind of like any of the productions at the theatre. 

Emily: Okay! 

Rhys: And then we have a creative team that’s made up of teaching artists, a 

choreographer, composers, music director, co-directors, voice coaches, 

dramaturgs, so it’s a full kind of production team but instead of a three-week 

rehearsal process it’s stretched over 8 months.212  

 
212 Jackie Tralies, Rhys McClelland, and Matthew Sexton. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, July 15, 2019. 
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This approach to educational programming is in line with the paratheatrical programming 

I outlined in chapter two: rather than creating education and engagement departments, 

The Public creates subgroups in the Artistic department, framing all of their engagement 

work as offshoots of the artistic process. Similar to the way Public Works functions, the 

Hunts Point program asks participating communities to create a production alongside the 

team from The Public, to engage directly with the material and to bring it off of the page. 

This focus on co-creation serves to lengthen participant’s time with Shakespeare, 

integrating rehearsal and workshops into the daily life of students across an entire 

academic year, rather than the one-off workshops offered by other theatres. 

 While Oregon Shakespeare Festival does offer workshops in schools and on site 

at the theatre, I’ve placed it after The Public Theater because it does not feature specific 

student matinees and because many of its workshops take place hours away from the 

theatre on tour, due to the destination nature of the institution. While OSF is unique in its 

local dynamic, the theatre’s education department has still managed to provide robust 

programming, producing up to 1,000 workshops and events in a single season.213 These 

workshops take place at the theatre itself, in local and state-wide school districts, at 

partner schools, and out on tour.  

With the theatre’s founder taking inspiration from the Chautauqua movement, 

which prioritized arts and culture programming in towns across the US in the 19th and 

20th centuries, it’s no wonder the education department remains a vital part of OSF’s 

mission and overall programming.214 As Vaughan and Vaughan note, the theatre’s 

festival nature is linked to the history of Shakespeare in US curriculum: “Festival 

 
213 Kristen Giroux. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
214 Kathleen F. Leary and Amy E. Richard. Images of America: Oregon Shakespeare Festival (Charleston: Arcadia, 2009) 9.  
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Shakespeare has consequently been a major player in American education’s shift from 

teaching Shakespeare as a great poet to be read in class or a library to a performance-

based curriculum. Many of America’s classically-trained actors began their careers with 

Festival Shakespeare.”215 The growth of festival Shakespeare and theatres like OSF has 

directly impacted how teachers assign and discuss the playwright and has contributed to 

the rise of education departments at theatres.  

Because workshops have a number of educational aims, it’s vital that education 

departments provide feedback mechanisms for students, teachers, and the teaching artists. 

When I spoke with Giroux, she emphasized the importance of eliciting feedback from 

students and teachers:  

Kirsten: For classes, we always have an evaluation form. We try to do that right in 

the class because I think it gives people that sense you're taking the time on this at 

this moment, “so you value my response, you're giving me the time.” So, we do 

that in the class at the end. As far as on the road for our tour, some years ago, we 

sort of developed some assessment tools of our own. We work with an assessment 

person, developed some assessment tools of our own that I can't say are 

sanctioned assessment tools. We didn't have panel professionals, right? 

Emily: Right 

Kirsten: But they wound up to be great management tools for us because what we 

do is, we have the teams filling those out. This is usually on running the 

workshops, you know, “how did the workshop go? What were the kids able to 

do?” And why it's been a great management tool is it's been one of those things 

 
215 Vaughan and Vaughan 176 
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that we were able to go “Oh, I see this is consistently not working.” Sometimes 

that's the workshop. It needs some help. We need to fix that. Or sometimes like 

this team only does that section and this team can’t bear it and can’t get it going, 

so you know what it means to understand that different teams respond differently 

to different parts of a workshop. 

Emily: Yeah! 

Kirsten: But it's been a management tool because it then becomes my job to check 

in and say, “Why are you not ever doing that? What's going on with that? And 

hey, this team's doing this and let me share with you some of their…” 

Emily: Tactics? 

Kirsten: Yeah, so that it can do that. Or if there's a real failure within itself, then 

we’re able to correct that. Or just get rid of it. You know what I mean, but we can 

kind of get past it. So, nobody's beating their head against the wall. 

Emily: Do you save those from each season? Or do they kind of go away after a 

certain point? 

Kirsten: We have. But I think that after a certain point, it’s okay. I know they got 

scanned in at one point, so we know but at a certain point it’s like “I'm not going 

to look ever again at the 2006 ones.”216 

I want to highlight how Giroux speaks about archiving these feedback mechanisms, as 

it’s a sentiment that came up throughout my interviews with other staff at each theatre. 

While it’s understandable that theatres wouldn’t want a huge backlog of feedback surveys 

and might begin to purge them after a certain time period, they do provide a rare look into 

 
216  Kristen Giroux. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 6 August 2019. 
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how Shakespeare is actually functioning within US schools, both in terms of curriculum 

and approach and in terms of staff labor. As I argued in my second chapter, engagement 

programming rarely makes it into official archives and the same is true for educational 

programming. Rather than shredding paper surveys or deleting digital ones after a few 

years, what might it look like for Shakespeare theatres to donate these documents to 

institutional libraries? Though it may pose privacy issues for students, it would allow for 

current and future scholars to see how students are actually engaging with Shakespeare 

and his work in and out of the classroom. Furthermore, it would help with charting the 

history of specific institutions and for analyzing how teaching methods evolve over time. 

If the surveys will be destroyed regardless, why not help fill a noticeable archival gap?  

Shakespeare Theatre Company boasts an expansive education department, 

including workshops. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, workshops are connected to 

both Shakespearience and District Shakespeare and are often connected to student 

specific matinee performances, as well as their school tour performances:  

Ashley: Along with that show, students get a pre-show workshop where we go in 

and talk about the whole experience of coming to the theatre, etiquette and all that 

good stuff, give a little background on what they're about to see, do some games 

and exercises to help them come in a bit more prepared and excited about what it 

is that's happening. Because not everyone's that excited. Sometimes it's just sort of 

a throwaway kind of field trip. But it gets them excited, it makes it more personal, 

shows them that we're happy for them to be there. So that is Shakespearience. 

Okay, District Shakespeare is the same exact thing except it's for DC Public 

Schools and DC Public Charter schools.  
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Emily: Great! 

Ashley: So, they don't have to pay anything.  

Emily: That's awesome.  

Ashley: Yeah. So that's why it's one program, but two. 

Emily: And do the teaching artists do both? 

Ashley: Yeah! And then we have school shows, which is, I guess, our elementary 

school, like program, if you will. There are two school shows, there's Tiny 

Tempest and Mini Midsummer.  

Emily: Aww. 

Ashley: Yeah, it's a really fun abridged, interactive version of both of those 

shows. We take those into elementary schools, and we put them on. And then we 

do like a fun, large scale workshop afterwards for all the students. That's what that 

is. That's cute. It's fun.217  

The workshops connected to Shakespearience, District Shakespeare, and tour student 

matinees are not necessarily meant to convey a large amount of information to students 

about Shakespeare or the play. Rather, it prepares them for the experience they are about 

to have, which does of course include some information about the play and theatre in 

general. Notably, these pre-show workshops include information about theatre etiquette. 

While many theatres include information like this in the pre-show speech (Chicago 

Shakespeare takes this approach), it’s striking that Shakespeare Theatre Company deems 

it important enough to include in school workshops. If theatre education programming is 

in part an audience development tool, meant to cultivate younger audiences, then 

 
217 Ashley Buster. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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including etiquette expectations serves to further mold the kind of audiences theatres 

want. Tying these etiquette expectations explicitly to Shakespeare and his work continues 

the framework of supremacy and exclusion I detailed at the beginning of the chapter. 

While it might seem like an innocuous part of the workshop, delivering etiquette 

expectations alongside lessons on Shakespeare and the theatre does further the idea that 

in order to appreciate, understand, and enjoy Shakespeare and to be welcomed into 

spaces dedicated to the playwright, students and audiences must behave in specific ways.  

Shakespeare Theatre Company also offers classroom workshops not explicitly 

connected to student matinees or mainstage productions. The majority of these 

workshops fall under the Artist in the Classroom and Text Alive! programs. The Artist in 

the Classroom series presents a middle ground between the single workshops presented 

alongside matinees and the much longer series of workshops in the Text Alive! program. 

This curriculum, which I mentioned previously, is part of what sustains theatre education 

programming. Without an insistence on the need to experience Shakespeare through 

performance and without a Shakespeare requirement in public and private school 

curriculums, theatre education programming would not be as in demand as it is currently.  

Alongside Artists in Classroom, the Education and Engagement department at 

Shakespeare Theatre Company runs the semester-long program Text Alive!, which offers 

students the chance to learn how to design, produce, rehearse, and perform a show over 

the course of ten to fourteen workshops: 

Ashley: Then there's Text Alive, which is essentially a semester long artist in the 

classroom residency. 

Emily:  That's awesome.  
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Ashley: Yeah, it's very cool. It's free. It's where we have 12 to 14 classrooms. 

Each semester, basically, we put together a show. By show I mean it's a one scene 

specific show, from beginning to end. It’s their text analysis to understand the 

script, their costume design, their set design, their lighting design, they cast the 

show, we get a chance to have a stage manager. They get to put that scene 

together from beginning to end with the full creative process. So that's either 10 or 

fourteen workshops, depending on how long the classes are. That's an entire 

semester and the show that we do lines up with the Shakespeare show that's 

happening on the main stage for that semester. So typically, there's a Shakespeare 

in the spring semester and a Shakespeare in the fall semester and that's what we 

usually do to line it up with.218  

This semester-long program promotes sustained engagement with Shakespeare’s text and 

is meant to introduce students to a number of theatrical skills and processes. While many 

workshops are meant to help foster a love of the arts in students in the hope that they will 

eventually become patrons and donors, this workshop series is perhaps more geared 

towards encouraging students to become theatre practitioners themselves. In addition, it 

serves to give students prolonged exposure to Shakespeare’s text in order to foster a sense 

of appreciation for the playwright in students. The program is explicitly linked to the 

mainstage Shakespeare show on stage each semester, so while the program does not 

include student matinees the way District Shakespeare and Shakespearience do, the 

program does encourage students, teachers, and parents to attend other Shakespeare 

programming at the theatre. 

 
218 Ashley Buster. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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Similar to Shakespeare Theatre Company, Chicago Shakespeare sees students 

both in the theatre and on tour and has specific programming for the city’s public schools. 

What sets the theatre apart from in this section is that they do not feature in class 

workshops alongside student centered performances. As discussed in chapter one, 

Chicago Shakespeare has been nationally recognized for educational programming, 

particularly for CPS! Shakespeare, which eventually grew into Shakespeare Slam.  

The Shakespeare Slam program works with roughly 50 schools (with nearly an 

even split between Chicago Public Schools and non-Chicago public schools) and takes 

place across seven events. The first six (three in the fall and three in the spring) are 

hosted by participating high schools, both in the city and in the suburbs, culminating in a 

final event at the theatre on Navy Pier in the spring. Participating students are placed into 

small groups and are tasked with preparing two performances for the first Saturday 

Regional Bout, with the first scene chosen by the students and the second coming from 

the Slam’s chosen play, usually one that Chicago Shakespeare is performing that season. 

After the Saturday Regional Bout, the teams with the highest scores advance to the Final 

Bout.219  

This program is built to work closely with teachers and therefore relies on teacher 

recruitment to find students:  

Emily: How do students apply for that program? 

Sara: The teachers. I think that’s something that’s sort of distinct about our 

program, our education program, is we work specifically with the teachers.  

Emily: Great. 

 
219 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/plays_and_events/slam2019  
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Sara: Both to plan field trips and to, you know, prepare for the SLAM.  

Emily: Mmhm 

Sara: It’s all through the teachers. We really focus on our relationships with the 

individual teachers at schools, rather than working with families and students, 

right? Rather than a summer camp sort of model. 

Emily: Right, yeah, totally different. 

Sara: We’re really working with the teachers and within the schools. Or I guess 

the teachers work within the schools. We partner with the teachers and the 

students come to us and we facilitate that. So, the teachers do all of the recruiting 

and then we meet the students when they come to the first events.220  

Though different from the workshop programs featured at theatres like Shakespeare 

Theatre Company and Oregon Shakespeare Festival, Shakespeare Slam does rely on 

teacher interest and motivation to bring students to the program, as students cannot apply 

or self-select to participate in the Slam. While students are not able to apply to the 

program, the theatre intends for the program to build community across the Chicago 

region through Shakespeare:  

“The Chicago Shakespeare Slam is, more than anything, an ensemble program—

building community, first among the members of a school’s team and, 

subsequently, between the many schools’ teams participating across the entire 

region. Together, students have the opportunity to dive deep into a shared text—

and do so through an infinite number of lenses crafted out of students’ own 

imaginations.”221 

 
220 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
221 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/plays_and_events/slam2019  
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In addition to building community across schools in the area, the program lists five goals 

for participating students: Be Seen, Be Heard, Be Creative, Take Risks, Play as an 

Ensemble.  

These goals frame Shakespeare Slam as adding value to student’s educational and 

emotional growth by teaching them new skills and providing them a platform to be heard 

and seen by themselves and their peers. While this is an important facet of the program 

and one that has no doubt had an effect on many students’ lives, this power is explicitly 

tied to Shakespeare and his work. This can be seen in the introduction CST staff ask each 

student to make during the event:  

“As each team takes the stage, the students introduce their school name followed 

by our shared rallying cry, “…we OWN this space!” And they do. For those five 

minutes of performing that stage becomes theirs. Shakespeare’s language 

becomes theirs. As a student owns Shakespeare’s words—and shares them—they 

discover their voice and build self-confidence in the process.”222 

While the students do hold the stage space for those brief minutes, the idea that students 

must assert their possession of the stage and Shakespeare’s work is itself the result of 

years of supremacist and elitist thinking around who Shakespeare is for and who can 

perform and own these plays. Even as the program attempts to give students agency over 

Shakespeare and his plays, Chicago Shakespeare continues to present Shakespeare as an 

entity that gives agency to students, as a figure that is somehow a conduit for personal 

growth and power. This dynamic is not unique to this theatre or the program format. 

While workshops make up a significant portion of educational programming and 

 
222 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/plays_and_events/slam2019/own_this_space  
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interaction with students, the connection between educational training and financial 

access can be seen most clearly in summer camp programming on offer at Shakespeare 

Theatre Company and American Shakespeare Company.  

 

Summer Camps 

 Though not a mainstay of every Shakespeare institution in this project, summer 

camps represent a significant portion of revenue for the institutions that run them 

annually. Not only do they serve as offshoots of workshops from the school year as there 

is crossover between students who encounter workshops and those who sign up for 

camps, but they also create sustained interaction between students, the institution, and 

Shakespeare. Because of this, students can return for a number of years, growing into 

other sections of camp programming and becoming more versed with stagecraft and 

Shakespeare’s work. For this section of the chapter, I focus on American Shakespeare 

Center and Shakespeare Theatre Companies, two institutions that have made summer 

camps a significant feature of educational offerings, though in distinct ways.  

 The ASC Theatre Camp is one of the theatre’s largest programs and a significant 

revenue driver for the institution. Similar to the workshops at ASC and Chicago 

Shakespeare, the ASC Theatre Camp’s mission places a strong focus on the ways theatre 

education programming can improve a student’s growth educationally and emotionally:  

“The American Shakespeare Center Theatre Camp provides students ages 13–18 a 

self-discovery laboratory with unparalleled opportunities to master college-level 

critical and creative skills. We invite students to explore the limits of their infinite 

potential by sparking curiosity, nurturing inquiry, encouraging effort, and 
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rewarding growth in a safe, supportive, stable environment. A summer at the ASC 

Theatre Camp equips students to tackle challenges with confidence — in the 

Blackfriars Playhouse and beyond.”223 

The camp is framed as a “self-discovery laboratory,” in which students can find out more 

about themselves, hone their skills, build community, and take risks, all through the lens 

of Shakespeare. In this mission statement, Shakespeare’s plays, with the help of theatre 

staff, become a source of betterment, fun, growth, and comfort for students and sets them 

up for success in college and beyond.  

Taking place over two sessions each summer, the camp is a partnership with Mary 

Baldwin University and is meant as a pre-college theatre program. Students stay in Mary 

Baldwin dorms and work with theatre professionals and academics to produce three 

productions. If they are interested, students are able to enroll in an additional course 

during the camp in order to earn three college credits from the university and the program 

invites students to apply for internships, which extends the student’s time at the camp and 

provides further training. Sarah Enloe walked me through the vision for the camp in our 

interview:  

Emily: Would you mind talking a bit about the summer programming?  

Sarah: Yeah! We’ve got the camp, our residential experience for our pre-college 

students. It’s a three-week program that campers audition to be in one of three 

shows. They will live with their peers in a dorm at Mary Baldwin College, be 

cared for by our stellar team of residential directing assistants, so they are both in 

the dorm and the rehearsal hall, and then they are also directed by professional 

 
223 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/camp/about-the-camp/  
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directors. They get lectures from our Master’s faculty and master classes from our 

actors. It's a life changing experience. The quotes that we get from that camp are 

just stunning and it clearly makes a difference in their lives. We are very focused 

on growth mindset right now, so encouraging the students to see where they 

started and how they came along as part of the experience. So that's been a fun 

new lens that we've put on things to really encourage them to think about life as a 

journey that is about learning. Yeah, that's a wonderful experience and it is a total 

of six weeks because we do two sessions of that.224 

As Enloe states, the program is meant to chart growth over the three-week sessions and is 

primarily focused on fostering a love of theatre (and by extension Shakespeare) in 

students. For three weeks, students are immersed in programming, classes, and rehearsal, 

with the final goal of putting up a performance.  

Students take classes on Shakespeare and gain training for working in the theatre 

after high school, as one student testimonial, used in promotional materials to market the 

program and theatre, states:  

“IT’S THE MOST AMAZING THING EVER!! If you love theatre you need to 

come to this camp. It gives you the best base of knowledge for pursuing theatre in 

the real world. It’s not just Shakespeare, it’s everything that comes along with 

acting and directing and just being the best you you can be! The relationships you 

will make go beyond anything at school. This is for life and you will not regret a 

summer at this camp!”225 

The summer camp provides a notable leg up for students hoping to enter the theatre 

 
224 Sarah Enloe. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 1 October 2019. 
225 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/camp/apply/  
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industry, particularly if they attend the camp multiple times and if they secure a theatre 

internship. Though the program provides broader training, as the student points out, the 

program does introduce theatre to students through Shakespeare and presents him and his 

work as the height of theatre, both artistically and practically. Students who attend these 

programs, whether they go on to study or work in the theatre or not, will likely carry this 

notion with them to future encounters with the theatre and with Shakespeare. 

Because the camp is residential and utilizes professional actors and academics, it 

is costly. Each session costs $3,825, though there is a 10% discount if campers decide to 

enroll in both sessions. The College Credit Course and Extended Experience Week are 

not included in this tuition and require extra fees. Though the institution does offer 

financial aid, the most the theatre offers is half of tuition ($1,912.50), which is still 

financially prohibitive for many students.226 This is not an issue unique to ASC- most 

theatre training camps, particularly those devoted to Shakespeare and classical theatre, 

are expensive, something which automatically creates a barrier for many students and 

further cements the notion that Shakespeare is only for specific students or audiences and 

something which eventually feeds into the lack of diverse actors in theatre training 

programs.  

Like American Shakespeare Center, Shakespeare Theatre Company offers a 

number of  

sessions over the summer, in order to provide flexibility for students. Unlike ASC, 

however, the institution offers camp for a much larger age range, aiming to reach as 

many students as possible. Camps are available for Poppets (ages 7-8, grades 1-2), 

 
226 https://americanshakespearecenter.com/camp/tuition-aid/  
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Groundlings (ages 9-11, grades 3-5), Young Players (ages 12-14, grades 6-8), and King’s 

Company (ages 15-18, grades 9-12). Each age bracket features targeted curriculum and 

builds student familiarity with the text and with staging conditions. The brackets are built 

with continuity in mind, with the hope that Poppets will eventually become Groundlings 

and then Young Players, and ultimately a part of the King’s Company. Because of this, 

younger students might do scene work and learn the basics of staging and acting while 

older students learn how to work as an ensemble and eventually stage a full performance 

of a play. This curriculum is designed by STC staff and teaching artists:  

Emily: Yeah! Do you work with the summer camps at all? 

Ashley: I don't do camp, I can do camp, sometimes they need us to teach. I've 

taught camp a couple times and someone they need to substitute, but mostly office 

duty. New Generations Manager does camp.  

Emily: Okay! 

Ashley: The teaching artists all do camps so there’s training before camp starts as 

well. The cool part with camp and the teaching artists is they get to develop 

curriculum and that's the dope part about that. I think that's a bomb opportunity 

for the teaching artists. Because everything else, most of it is curriculum that we 

just hand them, right? Like, “Here's our lesson plan, here's what we need you to 

teach!” Kind of like the school system. 

Emily: Right! 

Ashley: You know, and honestly, like the teaching artists, especially the ones who 

are more comfortable with it, who've done the programs before, who might know 

the play a bit better than others or have more experience, they take a look at what 
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needs to be achieved and they find their own ways to work it out and teach it and 

tweak it and make it work. And that's what we have to do as teaching artists, so 

long as we get where we need to go. But that's helpful for those people. It's a cool 

tool for them, because now they've worked so much with the other curriculum 

they've been given, they've kind of received the tools to build their own and 

people come with different levels of experience. We have teaching artists here 

that are teachers during the school year. Like, it's what they do.  

Emily: Yeah, it’s their life!227 

Though Buster, the School Programs Manager, interfaces with the summer camps in a 

number of ways, the program is overseen by the New Generations Manager, who at the 

time of writing is Julane Havens. This position in the Education and Engagement 

department is tasked with drawing in, retaining, and engaging new audiences, particularly 

youth audiences. While the STC summer camps certainly provide educational material to 

students and aim to build skills, it is in many ways an audience development and 

marketing tool, aiming to foster love for Shakespeare and the theatre within students 

(which will hopefully keep as they grow into patrons of the arts) and within their parents, 

who are likely current patrons and/or donors to area theatres. Similar to ASC’s camp 

programming, these summer camps are expensive and are a source of significant income 

over the summer for the institution.228  

 It is striking that the two institutions with extensive summer camp offerings are 

the two with direct ties to graduate programs, ASC with Mary Baldwin and STC with 

 
227 Ashley Buster. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
228 At the time of writing, in-person camp information has been wiped from the theatre’s website and has been replaced by virtual 
camp offerings due to COVID. The two week sessions cost $395 and consist of 3.5 hours of camp delivered virtually. I am in the 
process of obtaining information about previous camp costs from theatre staff. http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/education/classes-
and-camps/camp-shakespeare/kings-company/  
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George Washington University. As I’ve argued in chapters one and two, close ties with 

universities can present a double-edged sword for theatrical institutions, as these 

relationships often reinscribe ideas of access and training. University partnerships 

reinforce theatres as sites of scholarship, most often in terms of paratheatrical offerings 

and special humanities events, but also in terms of summer camps, as is the case with 

ASC. For ASC, the summer camp is an academic and practical training program, aimed 

at training a new generation of actors, directors, scholars, and designers through ASC 

methods, which are directly tied to original practices and repertory theatre. Though the 

summer camp at STC is less focused on training high school students to study theatre in 

college, the theatre’s affiliation with the classical acting MFA at George Washington 

does inform the kind of acting taught to students and the approaches taken to Shakespeare 

and his plays. It is unsurprising that the two theatres most invested in artistic training (at 

least in terms of MFA and collegial programs) are the two with significant summer camp 

programs. Yes, these programs exist to gain money for the theatre. However, they also 

serve as a funnel for students into theatre training programs. By cultivating a love of 

theatre, specifically classical and Shakespearean theatre, in students over a number of 

summers (and in STC’s case perhaps across a decade), theatres can push students towards 

pursuing theatre at higher levels. Considering these summer programs are often 

expensive and require flexibility from students and parents, programs are geared, 

however unintentionally, towards wealthy students, which in turn creates a pipeline of 

wealthy students into BFA and MFA programs. In order to combat this, theatres need to 

offer expansive financial assistance and scholarships for students wanting to attend 

training camps and need to rethink their outreach and marketing plans for programs. If 
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institutions can find funding to provide free matinees and workshops for student 

matinees, why not for summer camps? 

 While a majority of educational programming at theatres is geared towards 

students, there is a large subsection of offerings devoted to teachers and adult learners. 

These programs often focus on professional development, offering free programming to 

teachers and for-profit courses and workshops to the general public. The final two 

sections of this chapter, then, chart how professional development programming runs at 

each theatre and how Shakespeare is painted as an educational figure, integral to 

professional growth and a thriving career. 

 

Professional Development and Adult Programming 

 Educational programming is not limited to young children, high school, and 

college students and each of the theatres in this chapter offers some form of professional 

development, most often in the form of for-profit classes and teacher training programs. 

Most of the staff I interviewed at each theatre expressed the need for school focused 

education to include teachers, who are eager for resources and new approaches, and for 

educational programming to expand beyond the boundaries of the school and to include 

community members. For theatres with close ties to area schools, teacher training 

programs are an important facet of educational offerings. Current Common Core 

Standards require English teachers to teach Shakespeare to high school students in grades 

11 and 12 and the inclusion of Shakespeare is strongly advised for grades 9 and 10.229 

 
229 http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Standards.pdf page 38 
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That Shakespeare is the only author explicitly required in national Common Core 

Standards directly supports the need for professional development programs at 

Shakespeare-focused institutions. These programs offer teachers professional 

development credits, something most public-school teachers are eager to undertake, and 

provide teachers with classroom resources. Though each theatre provides teacher training 

in some aspect, I focus on The Public Theater and Chicago Shakespeare in this section 

because each institution features a strong training program.  

 As previously stated, The Public stands out in this chapter because the institution 

does not feature an education department and houses programs under various artistic 

programs. It is striking, then, that the teacher training program at The Public, Teaching 

Teachers, is housed under the Public Shakespeare Initiative, rather than a program like 

Public Forum, Mobile Unit, or Public Works. The Teaching Teachers program offers 

training sessions to elementary, middle, and high school teachers in New York City, in 

which teaching artists focus on cultivating performance-based approaches to 

Shakespeare’s texts.  

As Rhys McClelland and Jackie Tralies explained to me in our interview, training 

programs like Teaching Teachers are in high demand:  

Jackie: The community of teachers we have is really enthusiastic and then what it 

does is it energizes the program and then you get excited and then that in turn 

pushes forward the creativity. Because you’re like batting people away with a 

stick... 

Rhys: Ha! Right. 

Jackie: Like, “I want to do this, and I want to do that.” 
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Rhys: And there’s things with actually managing those concessions because 

teachers, you know, for the most part are very enthusiastic about anything 

different, new, anything that’s not the resources on their shelf.  

Emily: Yeah! 

Rhys: There are a lot of requests and a lot of “we want this, we want DVDs and 

resources, and we want to come here every week” and you know it’s fine because 

it says there’s a great deal of energy for engagement and there’s great deal of 

energy for a long-term relationship with the theatre. We also started in the last 18 

months building a really robust relationship with management within the DOE so 

that we can be explicit with them about our up and coming offers and then they 

can help us with a bit of the work of “who needs it? Where are the schools that are 

not accessing PDs and stuff easily?” 

Emily: Right. 

Rhys: “Where are the teachers that are struggling?” Also, as well, we’re 

investigating how to offer a CTLE credit... 

Emily: Okay! 

Rhys: Continue Teacher Leadership Education credits  

Emily: Wonderful. 

Rhys: A lot of younger teachers that are coming into our events and are interested 

are obviously required to do their 100 hours, I think it is, of CTLE approved 

training, which currently is something that we don’t offer, and we lose some 

teachers in turn. It’s a very complicated process becoming registered and being 
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able to officially offer those things and it comes with a lot of administrative 

challenges. 

Emily: I bet. 

Rhys: So, it’s something we’re looking at so that we can serve even more 

teachers.230  

Teachers are eager for resources and training and if theatres really want to support 

students in classrooms in their community, that also means supporting teachers and 

helping to provide resources. These resources might be curriculum, workshops, books, 

production DVDs, opportunities to meet other teachers, and CTLE training. As the PSI 

team points out, the CTLE process is difficult and involves navigating a number of 

bureaucratic structures. However, if this is what teachers in New York City are asking 

for, it’s worth The Public going through that process.  

 Providing CTLE training would present another opportunity for teacher 

recruitment, as CTLE certified teachers are required to complete 100 hours of Continuing 

Teacher and Leader Education (CTLE) hours. According to the CTLE program website, 

these hours must be “conducted through activities designed to improve the teacher or 

leader’s pedagogical and/or leadership skills, targeted at improving student performance, 

including but not limited to formal CTLE activities. Such activities shall promote the 

professionalization of teaching and educational leadership, as applicable, and be closely 

aligned to district goals for student performance.”231 By becoming CTLE certified, The 

Public would become a state approved sponsor, thereby forming a much closer 

 
230 Jackie Tralies, Rhys McClelland, and Matthew Sexton. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, July 15, 2019. 
231 Continuing Teacher and Leader Education (CTLE) Requirements. (Albany, NY: New York State Department of Education, May 
2018). http://www.highered.nysed.gov/tcert/resteachers/ctle.html.  
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relationship to the city’s school systems, as well as the state education department. This is 

something the Public Shakespeare team emphasized in our discussion of teacher 

recruitment for Teaching Teachers:  

Emily: How do teachers get involved with the program? Is there an outreach? Do 

they come to you? What’s the process like? 

Rhys: Good question. Well, that’s another thing that’s sort of evolving at the 

moment. 

Emily: Okay. 

Rhys: So, historically we had databases of teachers that we knew and that we’d go 

out to and also to things like Principals Week, which is a DOE newsletter and 

website, that teachers can access to look for PD opportunities or you know any 

kind of relevant information. So, we used them in the past. There’s actually 

another one- there’s a new one, is it a new one? Or is it Principals Weekly that’s 

kind of evolved into something a bit more fun?  

Jackie: Yeah, and in theory, I’d say that the core of our Teaching Teachers list 

was Shakespeare Society members who are teachers and signed up as teachers 

back in the day and then what happened was, we started advertising in this 

Principal’s Weekly newsletter that’s run by the DOE, which is now this ITeach 

thing. Then what I’ve been doing to build our list, is when people respond I just 

add them to the list. So, we sort of build this list of, it’s probably about 200 

teachers now, so it’s been happening sort of organically. But it’s something that 

we have had discussions about, and I think is going to be part of the growth of 

that program, looking more critically at how we bring people in, who we are 
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reaching. I think the way we’ve done it though is the way to get started, is like 

you just start with the core, you just get the word out and you get people 

interested and you start building some mass and then...  

Rhys: Develop from there. 

Jackie: Exactly, right, that’s what we’ve been doing. 

Emily: Right. 

Jackie: And we’ve been happy with the results of that! 

Rhys: Absolutely.232 

The Teaching Teachers program, then, relies on previous community building from PSI’s 

original iteration, the Shakespeare Society, and on outreach through the Department of 

Education. Resources like ITeach and Principal’s weekly serve as informational sites for 

teachers looking to complete CTLE and professional development hours. By working 

with government related resources, the PSI team is able to market their programming to a 

larger number of teachers. As the team stated in our interview, the original group of 

teachers for the program stemmed from the teachers who had self-selected to attend 

Shakespeare Society programming, making the original group rather small. This program 

continues to grow, in part due to the outreach connection with the DOE, and as more 

teachers show interest, the program staff need to think more critically about who they and 

are not reading, why that is, and which resources and formats they can offer in order to 

support teachers.  

 The Chicago Shakespeare education department devotes significant energy to 

uplifting teacher needs. While this manifests in workshops, Shakespeare Slam, and 

 
232 Jackie Tralies, Rhys McClelland, and Matthew Sexton. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, July 15, 2019. 
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matinees, teacher workshops and Bard Core are the main programs dedicated to teachers. 

Between all of the institution’s educational programming, Chicago Shakespeare interacts 

with upwards of 40,000 students and 1,000 teachers a year, with the majority of students 

coming from the abridgement program. While many of the theatres included in this 

project provide student workshops alongside performances, CST intentionally only offers 

workshops geared towards teachers and professional development. Because teachers are 

required to do professional development to maintain their Illinois licensure, Chicago 

Shakespeare sees providing free development sessions to teachers as a key priority for the 

education department:  

Sara: I will say that we serve, I think it’s about 1,000 teachers. 

Emily: That’s a lot! 

Sara: In one way or another, we also take our abridged production on tour for a 

couple of weeks, after it finishes here.  

Emily: Oh, that’s great! 

Sara: Between that, between the abridgement and the teachers coming here and 

bringing their students, between Bard Core, which is our intensive professional 

development program for CPS English teachers from neighborhood high schools, 

so not selective enrollment high schools, within Chicago Public Schools, and then 

all of our teacher workshops that we sort of build around our productions. 

Emily: Okay, awesome.  

Sara: Both for the teachers who are wanting to bring their students to the shows 

and want to have some new tools to bring back but also, we have lots of teachers 

who come to the workshops who don’t bring their students to shows. Which is 
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great, it’s just another way for us to expand our community, and the Slam as 

well.233  

Because Chicago doesn’t offer student workshops, the teacher programming is not meant 

to only entice teachers to bring their students to see matinees or to attend Shakespeare. 

While there is certainly an element of recruitment and development in offering these 

professional sessions, this aspect of the education department’s work is mostly focused 

on providing resources for area teachers at no cost to the teacher. This is most clearly 

realized in the Bard Core program.  

Bard Core is a free, year-long program that provides teachers with Professional 

Development Hours (PDH)/Continuing Professional Development Unit (CPDU) credits, 

as well as two Lane Credits. The program has been running since 2003 and provides 

Chicago Public School teachers with eight workshops throughout the year, focusing 

primarily on performance and text-based approaches to Shakespeare and other literary 

texts. Though the theatre does offer one day training workshops at their Navy Pier 

location for any teachers, the Bard Core program is exclusive to Chicago Public School 

teachers who primarily teach English, Special Education, and ESL. After the yearlong 

program concludes, each cohort is invited to Hard Core Bard Core, an initiative which 

aims to continue providing professional development and community building for Bard 

Core alumni.234 

In addition to providing access to the theatre’s education library, which includes 

playtexts, books on criticism, performance recordings, and curriculum samples, one of 

 
233Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
234  https://www.chicagoshakes.com/education/teacher_programs  
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the key aspects of this program is providing space for teachers to not only interact with 

each other and to learn, but also to feel celebrated by the theatre and most importantly, by 

their students:  

Sara: It culminates in a graduation ceremony that we do here at the theatre. We 

invite all of our Bard Core teachers to come to the theatre and bring 25 of their 

students and we put them in the theatre and show them whatever Abridgement 

we’re doing, and we give them you know 25 complimentary tickets to the show. 

Before we start the show, we sort of have a graduation ceremony so that all of the 

teachers can be celebrated by their students.  

Emily: Aww that’s so nice! 

Sara: And we can show their students like “Look what you teachers are doing!” 

you know? “They are trying to be better teachers for you!” and it’s like a really 

incredible moment to have all of these students cheering for teachers.  

Emily: I love that so much. 

Sara: And they see a play and they get you know... 

Emily: They know that you’re here. 

Sara: Yeah, and for a lot of them, for a lot of students at all, it’s the first time 

they’ve seen a Shakespeare play or seen a play at all and it’s...we just try to...we 

try so hard to make sure that it’s a positive experience for them.235  

While providing teachers with training and resources is of course important and a worthy 

use of theatre funding, it is rare that theatres use those programs to outwardly show 

appreciation to those teachers. By producing a graduation ceremony and providing free 

 
235 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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tickets to each teacher, the theatre welcomes audience members into the space, hopefully 

providing a good experience, and gives students a chance to celebrate their teachers, a 

reversal of the normal student-teacher dynamic. Though the Bard Core program is a year 

long, Hard Core Bard Core alumni program offers a space for each year’s cohort to 

continue their learning and interaction with the theatre and brings past cohorts into 

conversation with each other, hopefully fostering community among Chicago Public 

School teachers.  

 While teacher workshops are prevalent at theatres with educational programming, 

professional development can take the form of for-profit workshops and events geared 

towards artistic and business professionals. I include for-profit teacher workshops in this 

section as well, since the impetus for the course is to make money rather than to provide 

teachers with resources. The main example of this kind of training in this project is at 

Oregon Shakespeare Festival. The Shakespeare in the Classroom program invites 

teachers to participate in a number of workshops aimed at teaching innovative approaches 

to teaching Shakespeare and the $920 tuition includes tickets to see four productions 

while on site at OSF.236 OSF’s other course offerings skew more towards paratheatrical 

humanities events, offering Shakespeare focused courses that patrons can take alone or 

alongside productions. The first Shakespeare Comprehensive course costs $325 ($750 

including tickets), the second Comprehensive course costs $260 ($685 including tickets), 

and the Unfolding course, directly tied to a series of productions, is $150 ($320 including 

tickets).237 While these courses are of course educational in that there is an instructor 

conveying knowledge about Shakespeare and facilitating conversation with participants, 

 
236 https://www.osfashland.org/en/productions/classes/shakespeare-in-the-classroom.aspx  
237 https://www.osfashland.org/engage-and-learn/class-offerings.aspx  
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this program is quite different from the educational programming at the theatre geared 

towards students and accessibility.  

Shakespeare Theatre Company offers a variety of courses geared towards, 

students, artists, and business professionals. While all of the courses are for-profit, the 

professional development courses for area businesses provide a significant boost to 

department sales. These events fall into the workshop series (Acting for Business 

Professionals, Text and Persuasion, Team Building and Communication in the 

Workplace) and condensed four-hour one-time sessions of the Acting for Business 

Professionals course. According to the program brochure, the purpose is for staff to 

“discover how to practically apply tools and concepts utilized by classical actors to 

maximize the potential of all communication—whether leading a team through a 

challenging project or negotiating one-on-one.”238 While all for-profit courses participate 

in a capitalist system and contribute to the theatre’s overall financial status, the 

professional development programming geared towards outside businesses rather than 

individuals amplifies this relationship, using Shakespeare and theatre to create smoother 

integration in capitalist workplaces. Shakespeare courses are then not only a tool to 

further participant’s own education or skill set, but also a tool to make them a better 

worker or manager.  

 Though Shakespeare centered courses are popular at theatres with the playwright 

in their namesake, Shakespeare Theatre Company has expanded their for-profit courses 

beyond seminars, though they do offer a Shakespeare focused salon throughout the 

season. Alongside salons for adult learners, the theatre offers classes for artists looking to 

 
238 http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/_pdf/ABP-Brochure.pdf  
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hone their current skills and to learn new ones. 2020 course offerings included: 17th 

Century Verse, Playwriting, Revenge Tragedies, Directing I & II, Introduction to Acting, 

Voice and Speech, Fundamentals of Scene Study, Approaching Shakespeare, Playing 

Action, Shakespeare Scene Study, Play Comedy, and Acting for Business Professionals. 

These courses cover a range of skills tied to stagecraft, run throughout the year, and range 

in price, though the theatre does offer needs-based scholarships.  

The theatre offers a series of youth courses, aimed at growing student interest in 

the arts, from writing and acting skills, to Shakespeare specific courses. This 

programming includes the Teen Critic program, which invites students interested in 

writing, theatre, and journalism to “meet as a group to attend each production and meet 

with professional theatre critics before writing their own reviews” and to participate in 

writing workshops throughout the season.239 As I mentioned in chapter one, this program 

presents artistic criticism as a key facet of the theatre and Shakespeare industry and the 

art critic as a valuable role, something that is not widely promoted by theatres in the 

United States. While courses go beyond Shakespeare, it is unsurprising that Shakespeare 

focused acting courses and introductory courses are included, since the theatre is 

connected to a Classical Acting MFA program.240 By including Shakespeare within these 

courses aimed at developing artistic skills, the theatre does emphasize Shakespeare as a 

key component of any theatre education, but particularly of any classical training.  

 

 
239 http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/education/classes-and-camps/teen-critic/  
240 http://www.shakespearetheatre.org/education/classes-and-camps/classes/  
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Conclusion 

For the Shakespeare-focused theatres in this dissertation, educational 

programming is essential, though these programs rarely get the kind of marketing plan or 

press attention reserved for mainstage programming and special events. Education 

programming is framed by institutions as a way to provide students and teachers with 

resources and to instill a love of Shakespeare and theatre in students and community 

members, though as I’ve charted in this chapter, the mission of these programs is often 

much larger and extends to increasing development funding, boosting ticket sales, 

developing new audiences, and creating partnerships with local businesses. While 

audience development is not a bad thing and is, in fact, necessary to sustain the arts 

sector, it is clear that the urge to draw in new audiences and to make sales goals often 

overshadows the theatre’s educational goals stated in mission statements. This is 

evidenced in the number of free ticket programs, like the Bowmer Project at OSF and 

District Shakespeare program at STC, and the free teacher programs like Bard Core at 

CST, versus the number of for-profit educational programs, like school workshops, 

matinee tickets, summer camps, teacher trainings, adult classes, and professional 

development courses at each of the five theatres.  

Educational programs, particularly those tied to Shakespeare, are popular with 

granting entities and it’s telling that the majority of programming at Shakespeare focused 

theatres exist primarily to develop young audiences and to drive revenue. This is part of 

the reason educational programming tends to cultivate a more open and accessible space 

than mainstage shows, regularly featuring captioning and language interpretation; if 

students come to the theatre and see that it is a space for them, they are more likely to 
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return and become theatregoers later in life. However, as I stated in chapter two, this 

accessibility rarely crosses over into mainstage programming, something which staff at 

American Shakespeare Center and Shakespeare Theatre Company have expressed 

interest in changing.241  

Alongside paratheatrical events, the educational programming at Shakespeare 

theatres become part of the horizon of expectations for students and shape how they 

engage with theatre and Shakespeare as a cultural figure for the rest of their lives. This is 

something Rhys McLelland and the Public Shakespeare Initiative team are aware of when 

they create programming:  

Rhys: So, I think one way of thinking like that is in all of your kind of community 

engagement work, all of your education work, is always asking yourself “how 

visible is the rest of the theatre from the perspective of these particular artists, 

people? What does the rest of the work of the theatre look like to this individual? 

Is it visible? Is it interesting? Is it exciting? Are there any other paths from what 

they are currently doing, what they would like to do, or any other ways of 

engaging?” So that’s a question we kind of ask pretty regularly of, you know, for 

the people we’re working with tomorrow, what does the rest of The Public 

Theater look like?242 

Staff have to take into account how programming functions in the moment as well as how 

it might ripple into the lives of attendees. As McLelland notes, drawing students and 

audiences to programming is crucial but it is equally as necessary to analyze how 

 
241 In our interviews, both Anne Morgan and Ashley Buster discussed educational programming having more of a focus on access than 
much of the mainstage programming at ASC and STC. See the Anne Morgan and Ashley Buster interview transcripts for more 
information. 
242 Jackie Tralies, Rhys McClelland, and Matthew Sexton. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, July 15, 2019. 
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attendees then view and experience the larger institution. This contributes to audience 

development efforts, of course, but it is also a useful tool for thinking about how the 

institution and Shakespeare at large is seen by those familiar with the institution, like 

subscribers, and those who may not be and how educational programming can directly 

impact how someone views and approaches Shakespeare.  

As I argued in the beginning of this chapter, the history of education in the United 

States is bound together with the history of Shakespeare as a cultural tool for suppression 

and Shakespeare institutions benefit from these histories. In continuing to produce 

programming that upholds Shakespeare as the pinnacle of education and of theatre, these 

programs continue this subtle indoctrination. While most theatre staff do not intend for 

this to be the case, it is an unfortunate byproduct of current institutional funding and 

education structures. As Demeter argues, “Shakespeare’s continued evolution from an 

object of mass entertainment to a high-cultural icon would be intensified by his 

prominence within America’s burgeoning mass educational project. Indeed, by the early 

twentieth century, American secondary schools would come to function as a primary site 

for the dissemination of Shakespeare among a broad swath of the American public.”243 

Shakespeare’s prominence in schools, a direct result of mass education curriculum 

requirements, necessitates theatres, particularly those dedicated to Shakespeare and 

classical work, to create workshops. I add the caveat of Shakespeare and classical work to 

this statement because not all theatres in the United States boast education departments 

and if theatres do, many do not see Shakespeare as a community need. However, for the 

theatres invested in Shakespeare, both the playwright and his cultural legacy, this 

 
243 Demeter 55 
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relationship between curriculum need and theatre programming reinforces Shakespeare’s 

place in US schools, theatres, and culture. It is a cycle. This cycle is further sustained by 

digital programming, which serves to market educational programming, paratheatrical 

events, mainstage productions, and the institution’s vision of Shakespeare to the general 

public, both in the United States and abroad. This digital relationship is the focus of my 

next and final chapter. 
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Chapter Four: “Follow me, and give me audience, friends”: Digital 

Engagement and the Promotion of Shakespeare  

In Algorithms of Oppression, Safiya Umoja Noble argues that algorithms are the 

result of and perpetuate racial bias, both digitally and offline.244 Whether staff are aware 

of it or not, the ways in which they engage with audience members digitally affects that 

platform’s algorithm and these algorithms make social media and other sites increasingly 

hostile to people of color.245 As André Brock, Jr. argues in Distributed Blackness, “even 

when online whiteness becomes unruly and deadly, Western beliefs drawn from classical 

liberalism serve as warrants for individualist- never to be understood as cultural- white 

digital practices such as incivility, racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and violence in the 

name of ‘protecting’ the freedom of speech and property rights.”246 This focus on 

universal whiteness enables the violence perpetrated against people of color and it is this 

whiteness that supports Shakespeare’s presence on digital platforms. While staff often 

use each theatre’s social media accounts to outwardly state institutional values of equity, 

diversity, inclusion, and accessibility, Shakespeare institutions remain largely protected 

by the supremacist structures under which each platform and the internet more broadly 

operate. 

The digital work of promoting Shakespeare through marketing and engagement 

initiatives is a part of the outer frame of Bennett’s theatrical event. As I’ve argued in 

previous chapters, one of the challenges facing theatres in the 21st century in the United 

 
244 Safiya Umoja Noble. Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism (New York: New 
York University Press, 2018). 1. 
245 Noble 5. 
246 André Brock, Jr. Distributed Blackness: African American Cybercultures (New York: New York University Press, 2020). 7.  



 

 190 

States is the need to compete amongst a diverse market, prompting Shakespeare 

institutions in particular to continuously make the case for the value of Shakespeare. Each 

interaction with Shakespeare adds to the cultural value of Shakespeare, which then 

bolsters the perceived need for Shakespeare institutions. One way theatres attempt to 

prove and promote this value is through utilizing the digital sphere, arguing on behalf of 

both the institution and its products and Shakespeare writ large, to an ever-growing 

audience. This digital work is presented as an expansion of accessibility, an opening up 

of the theatre and of Shakespeare. However, I argue that this presentation of accessibility 

is an illusion, one which benefits from and further cultivates traditional, white audiences 

for Shakespeare. As Brock argues, “online identity has long been conflated with 

whiteness, even as whiteness is itself signified as a universal, raceless, tehnocultural 

identity. By this I mean that whiteness is what technology does to the Other, not the 

technology users themselves.”247 The whiteness of the digital sphere assists Shakespeare 

theatres in promoting the playwright’s value, further cementing him as a universal figure, 

relevant to both in-person and digital audiences. As I’ll discuss with The Public’s 

production of Julius Caesar, this connection between whiteness and digital frameworks 

both provides a relatively safe virtual environment for Shakespeare theatres, as 

institutions are seen as providing something of cultural value, and also serves as a 

catalyst for online harassment when institutional decisions are deemed by racist users as 

somehow threatening the cultural placement and viability of Shakespeare. 

The stress of competing within an attention economy leads Shakespeare 

institutions to latch onto digital engagement: “for Shakespearean performance 

 
247 Brock 1. 



 

 191 

institutions, the result of competing in the attention economy is that maintaining their 

status as high culture has become secondary to attracting the attention of audiences and 

keeping them invested in and engaged with Shakespeare and Shakespearean 

performance.”248 There seems to be a clear difference between how institutions use 

digital engagement tactics to attract new audiences and to retain current audiences of 

older demographics. I’d like to further Way’s argument here by adding that paratheatrical 

programming is one of the factors that has enabled theatres to make this turn towards new 

audiences, as this programming does the work to maintain and promote Shakespeare’s 

status as always relevant and always the pinnacle of theatre. Furthermore, as Desmet 

argues in relation to YouTube performance, the digital tactics used by institutions to 

promote Shakespeare and his work on social media have significant effects on platform 

algorithms, as institutional accounts, usually confirmed with a blue check, will feature 

more prominently on each platform and will likely garner more direct engagement.249 

Currently, the five theatres included in this project boast 327,422 combined followers on 

Twitter and 138,758 on Instagram.250 

Over the last fifteen years, staff at Shakespeare institutions and scholars in 

Shakespeare studies have turned to the digital landscape to understand Shakespeare’s 

cultural prominence: “social media platforms are compelling precisely because they 

constitute the latest locations where the phenomenon we call ‘Shakespeare’ or 

increasingly ‘Shakespeares’ find(s) iteration.”251 This chapter explores the way 

Shakespeare theatres currently leverage digital platforms to engage with audiences, raise 

 
248 Geoffrey Way. Digital Shakespeares and the Performance of Relevance. 2016. Arizona State University, PhD dissertation. 7. 
249 Christy Desmet. “The Economics of (In)Attention in YouTube Shakespeare.” Borrowers and Lenders, vol. 10, no. 1, 2016, pp. 1-
23. 
250 These follower counts are accurate as of January 15, 2021. 
251 Stephen O’Neil. “Shakespeare and Social Media.” Literature Compass, vol. 12, no. 6, 2015, pp. 274–285. 274. 
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awareness of the theatre, produce paratheatrical events, and ultimately promote 

Shakespeare as a universal figure that should be a part of the digital life of each audience 

member and/or user. As Fazel and Geddes argue, “the value of Shakespeare lies in its 

usability, in that the texts, as well as the myth of the man, can be broken down and 

reassembled by a body of users whose valuation of Shakespeare is unpredictable and 

often resistant to pre-conceived notions of cultural hegemony.”252  

Digital engagement at Shakespeare theatres in the United States generally falls 

under four categories: marketing and development, audience response, audience 

cultivation, and paratheatrical programming. Marketing and development engagement 

focuses primarily on drawing audiences into both the inner and outer frames of the 

theatrical event and on retaining audiences after the theatrical event concludes. The 

second category, audience response, covers reception from audience members who attend 

performances and/or paratheatrical programs, usually via social media posts or online 

surveys. The ability to communicate to the general public and to a large percentage of 

patrons at once allows for theatre administrators to respond relatively quickly to both 

positive and negative responses, as I’ll discuss with The Public Theatre’s production of 

Julius Caesar, as well as political and cultural movements. By audience cultivation, I 

mean digital interactions with social media users that exist to promote enjoyment of 

Shakespeare and theatre. This category includes tactics like memes, quizzes, polls, and 

Shakespeare recitation challenges. While these might be tied to a specific production or 

theme, they serve the overall purpose of cultivating an appreciation for Shakespeare on 

media platforms. The final category is digital paratheatrical programming. While this 

 
252 Valerie M. Fazel and Louise Geddes (ed). The Shakespeare User: Critical and Creative Appropriations in a Networked Culture 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). 3-4.  
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category is quite broad, covering anything from digital forums to podcasts and online 

curriculum guides, in general this digital programming is meant to accompany 

productions or educational programming and is thus paratheatrical. Due to the broad 

possibilities of this category, I have honed in on podcasts specifically, as the form has 

grown popular at Shakespeare institutions over the past five years. 

In “Digital Technology and the Future of Reception History,” O’Neil, Engler, and 

Trillini issue the timely reminder for those engaging with Shakespeare reception online: 

“the emphasis on user agency as a catalyst of spreadable media needs to be balanced with 

an acknowledgement of the non-human facilitator, the computational layer that 

simultaneously enables the user’s manipulation and repurposing of media content. 

Spreading Shakespeare is an act or decision that is always technologically enabled or 

situated.”253 While I agree that this dynamic must be remembered with digital 

engagement, the interest in digital networks often overshadows the very real labor done 

by staff running and maintaining accounts and websites, who directly engage with users 

and audience members daily. With this dynamic in mind, this chapter discusses how each 

of the four categories function at the theatres included in this project, building off of work 

by Geoffrey Way, Yong Li Lan, Kate Rumbold, Stephen O’Neil, Ayanna Thompson, 

Christy Desmet, Louise Geddes, Valerie Fazel, Safiya Umoja Noble, André Brock, Jr., 

Alexa Alice Joubin, and Anna Blackwell. 

 

 
253 Stephen O’Neill, Balz Engler, Regula Hohl Trillini. “Digital Technology and the Future of Reception History” in  
Shakespeare and Quotation (eds. Maxwell and Rumbold) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 278. 
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Marketing and Development 

In Standing Room Only, Bernstein argues that “arts organizations must ascertain 

that every encounter the public has with them- from the organizations’ marketing 

materials to the ticket purchase transaction and the experience in the lobby- anticipates 

and enhances the nature of the performance experience. It is the goal of artists and 

marketers to engage the audience.”254  While every department at a theatrical institution 

is integral, marketing and development departments have gained greater importance over 

the last few decades in the United States as institutions face decreasing audience numbers 

and decreasing financial support for the arts. In response to this, marketing tactics have 

changed drastically over the last decade, relying heavily on digital advertisements, email 

outreach, radio ads, and social media.  

While Shakespeare theatres still utilize print media, taking out advertisements in 

newspapers and setting up banners throughout respective cities and on public 

transportation, this is no longer the main mode of engagement with the general public. 

With this shift in mind, the locus for any cultural institution in the digital sphere is of 

course the website. For theatres in the United States, the website serves as a digital home 

base audiences can access and return to in order to find relevant information about the 

institution. Not only does the site serve as the primary site for sales, but it also presents 

information about productions, engagement events, educational programming, volunteer 

opportunities, career opportunities, accessibility information, directions to the space, 

restaurants in the area, staff directories, audience testimonials, and of course the history 

 
254 Joanne Scheff Bernstein. Standing Room Only: Marketing Insights for Engaging Performing Arts Audiences,  
second edition (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014). 45. 
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of the theatre and their mission statement. As Rumbold and Way have argued, a theatre’s 

digital platforms, particularly in regard to its website, “serve as ‘paratexts’ in which they 

articulate the value of what they do.”255  

While the institutional website is often not the main mode of artistic experience 

(though this notion is of course troubled by imbedded digital programming), a theatre’s 

website and social media accounts are often the main mode of engagement for audiences 

as both are where they likely first encounter the institution and where they will return 

prior to performance and after, both to garner information and to offer feedback. This 

shift in engagement has affected how marketing and development departments attempt to 

build a brand for the institution and how staff attempt to build a sense of loyalty within 

audiences, reaching patrons at any time and at any place. Yong Li Lan has previously 

discussed the way the digital sphere has reshaped audience cultivation: “the visual and 

informative detail of this cultural cyberspace places enormous emphasis on cultivating a 

theatre community through diverse ways of `getting involved'- training, subscribing, 

volunteering, donating, collaborating in a school project which suggest dissolving 

boundaries between spectator and sharer, and between different professions, but which 

also make the commerce of Shakespeare production very explicit.”256 As I’ve argued in 

previous chapters, engagement programming attempts to transform audiences into 

collaborators to varying levels of success at Shakespeare theatres and as Li Lan suggests, 

this onus on participation reveals the way Shakespeare institutions value increasing 

participation as a means of sustaining revenue. 

 
255 Kate Rumbold. “From "Access" to "Creativity": Shakespeare Institutions, New Media, and the Language of Cultural Value.” 
Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 61, No. 3, Fall 2010, pp. 313-336.  314. 
256 Yong Li Lan. “Shakespeare as Virtual Event.” Theatre Research International, vol. 28, no. 1, 2003, pp. 46–60. 54. 
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The switch to sustained digital engagement has had a marked effect on how 

marketing departments at theatres run sales. In our interview, Neal Racioppo, the Senior 

Director of Marketing and Communications, and Joy Johnson, Director of Audience 

Services, walked me through how digital sales have affected how staff at Shakespeare 

Theatre Company relate to audiences, particularly subscribers:  

Emily: Awesome. So especially since you've both been here for so long and then 

have come back, how has the theatre’s engagement practices or relationship with 

the audience changed since you started? 

Neal: I think the main ways that things have changed are things that have changed 

for probably every theater. I can remember, you know, the internet was sort of 

new when we started. And, you know, “Oh, we don't want them to subscribe 

online.” Because the system was so clunky, we actually had language that said, “if 

you try and subscribe online, it's going to take about half an hour.” Like we were 

doing everything we could get them to call us on the phone. Obviously, we don't 

do that anymore. 

Joy: Our audience still calls. 

Neal: Yes, we’ve trained them very well to call. And that’s something we have to 

contend with. Because our box office used to have wider hours, it's not open as 

frequently. So, we need to make sure those channels online are available to do 

whatever transaction they want to do. The Holy Grail of, you know, subscriber 

exchanges online, I think it's coming up.257   

 
257 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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With the move to primarily digital sales, the theatre is actively working to retrain 

audiences to book tickets and subscriptions online. While there are still limitations for 

what can be done online rather than over the phone due to Tessitura’s integration system, 

the ticketing platform is close to launching new features which would allow patrons to 

return tickets or switch dates on the theatre’s website. This switch to digital has had an 

effect on box office hours and staffing needs, making digital booking even more 

convenient for audience members. Still, as Racioppo and Johnson noted in our interview, 

STC has a large base of longtime subscribers, many who have been with the theatre since 

its opening, which has led to a learned set of behaviors for aging subscribers, something 

which will take years to alter. This demographic has a much different interaction with the 

institution and staff than the constituencies STC is attempting to draw in through digital 

marketing. 

 As the theatre has a solid subscriber base, digital marketing tactics target a 

different audience base and marketing staff are tasked with broadening the theatre’s reach 

through financial accessibility initiatives. These initiatives often take the form of 

discounted tickets for those Under 30, students, teachers, artists, seniors, and military 

members, as I discussed in chapters two and three, as well as specific discounts to boost 

revenue and fill seats that occur throughout performances via redemption codes. These 

initiatives are meant to attract audiences who may enjoy the theatre or Shakespeare but 

who view ticket prices as a financial barrier. As Racioppo and Johnson explain, not all of 

these initiatives make it onto social media platforms and instead live on the website or are 

sent out via email:  

Emily: Do discount codes or anything go out on social media platforms?  
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Joy: Very rarely. 

Neal: If we do that it's targeted. We'll send out a mailing and then we take that 

mailing list and we'll upload it and target ads to that group. It's not a public thing 

but trying to get that same person the same message twice. 

Emily: Great.  

Joy: Or maybe a staff member because sometimes we'll send, very rarely, but 

we've sent stuff to staff members saying, “you can put this on the out on your 

social media feeds, if you want to give it to friends and family.”258 

Every ticketing initiative is not meant for wider public consumption and in some ways, 

ticketing initiatives are meant more to outwardly project accessibility for the purposes of 

fundraising than for increased outreach. I include these initiatives in this chapter on 

digital engagement because a large percentage of tickets are now purchased digitally and 

because the majority of these initiatives are marketed online. For instance, while these 

discounted tickets for specific constituencies are available at the box office, theatres now 

often utilize secondary platforms like TodayTix to sell discounted tickets to sell any 

empty seats the day of a performance, in an attempt to fill the house. These ticket prices 

are often connected to how well a production is doing, with a nearly sold-out show 

costing more and a show that is not garnering buzz costing less, but these prices are 

always cheaper than the ticket prices listed on the institutional website.  

 TodayTix and other secondary ticketing platforms have similarly helped 

popularize what are called “lottery” tickets, or tickets where hopeful audiences win a 

chance to purchase a ticket. This form of ticketing has been around for years but grew in 

 
258 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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popularity on Broadway in the 2010s, particularly during the success of Hamilton. This 

process is meant to avoid having audiences wait in long standby lines the day of the 

performance, particularly for sold out shows, instead having the box office hold a specific 

number of “lottery” tickets to sell each night. While The Public Theater still uses the in-

person method for most Shakespeare in the Park performances, the theatre did implement 

a lottery-only method for the Public Works production of Hercules in the summer of 

2019 in an effort to avoid ticketing pandemonium due to high demand. This lottery policy 

of course drew criticism from audiences and reviewers alike since it seemed to contradict 

the nature of the Public Works program, but the show was ultimately a success. Regional 

houses have picked up this model, though to a lesser extent and often in connection to 

touring productions.  

STC is currently thinking through how best to use this model to widen audience 

reach and create buzz around each production: 

Neal: We are also experimenting with a new lottery, whereby you can opt in and 

you have an opportunity to get $20 tickets. Right now, doing it with our first show 

this season, Everybody, which has a lot of components to it, but if this goes well, 

we will roll it out in a broader way, in a more public way. Right now, we're doing 

it sort of, on the down low, just reaching out to people who have used the Free 

For All lottery system. So, sort of insular, just in house, we’ve put out the offer 

and we're gathering those people. By creating the opportunity for people to get 

discounted tickets through us rather than through TodayTix, or Goldstar, we will 

own those people a little bit better and be able to communicate with them better. 

My intent is everyone who does not win the $20 tickets will then get some other 
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offers- “here's a 20% off the rest of the run.” So, there's some benefit to it, 

whether or not they get the $20 ticket. Again, right now, it's not really for new 

audiences because we're only talking to people who have been to our theatre 

through the Free For All, specifically the lottery. But I'm hoping that this is 

something we can go wider with and it'll attract more new people to us. With 

Simon coming on board and with our coming season, which to us feels not that far 

off from what we've been doing, but I understand in some respects, it feels very 

different, we're hoping that we do attract a new audience, especially with the first 

show being Everybody.259 

While the lottery system STC is trying out is outwardly marketed as an accessibility 

program, the intention behind the initiative is clearly to retain audiences who have 

already expressed interest in the theatre and Shakespeare through the Free for All 

program. By targeting audiences who have attended the free program but who have not 

elected to pay for programming at the theatre, marketing staff do not actually make the 

theatre more financially accessible, as these audiences are only provided the chance to 

win the lottery and, if they want to return for further productions, would need to 

continually play the lottery or decide to pay full price for tickets. 

Free For All is the theatre’s most financially accessible program and has grown 

into a secondary initiative which offers 100 free tickets each week to the general public 

for each production:  

Neal: We've had a program the past three, four years called Free Will, which was 

on Monday, you come to the theater or you go online, and you reserve a free 

 
259 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 



 

 201 

ticket for that week.  

Emily: Oh, nice.  

Neal: And we are doing about, you know, 100 tickets a week for a show. It was an 

extension of our Free for All, in terms of this for the underwriting of it. But that 

program has been a little hit and miss in terms of its... 

Emily: Efficacy? 

Neal: Yeah! The effectiveness of it. And part of it what we were aware of... so 

when I first got here, I learned that there were certain members of senior staff who 

thought that program existed so that people who have been vetted in some way, 

people who do see the price as a barrier, that, you know, the groups that can't 

afford a ticket, were getting that opportunity. And I was able to explain “No, we 

don't currently have that metric as part of it and so it's anybody can.” Which, you 

know, there was some audience that we were losing from, who were buying 

tickets who were down to “Well, I’ll just go for free. It's on my schedule and I 

always get a ticket on the day that I want.” Yeah, we kind of have eliminated too 

many barriers. So, we're looking at adjusting that. And we still don't know what 

that new thing is, although what I'm hoping for is, again, through the Engagement 

and Education department, that we're using outside groups to be the entry point.260  

This program is subsidized alongside the Free For All program so it is frustrating that 

Racioppo and other members of senior staff view it as too accessible in its current form. 

By viewing Free For All, which happens once a season, as a successful accessibility 

program, and viewing Free Will as unsuccessful because it provides free tickets to 

 
260 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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audiences throughout the entire season, the board and staff at STC continue to uphold the 

systemic barriers that surround Shakespeare and classical theatre and perpetuate the idea 

that Shakespeare is for wealthy, white patrons. 

The tension between sales goals and financial accessibility models takes place at 

most theatres but it’s striking that STC seems to have found one that works and is eager 

to put more barriers into the initiative. While bringing groups connected to the 

Engagement and Education department into the program is an excellent idea that will 

likely help build deeper relationships with those community organizations, it is important 

to offer similar programming to the general public. However, in order to foster a 

relationship with the general public, particularly with access programs, staff need to 

understand why this program is in place and also need to believe in its purpose. As 

Donna Walker-Kuhne reminds arts administrators in Invitation to the Party, “be aware 

that you cannot create value just by giving away free tickets. Recipients feel no loyalty to 

an institution merely because it distributes complimentary admission.”261  

I agree with Walker-Kuhne’s assertion that free ticket programs cannot build an 

audience on its own and would like to further this in relation to ticket lotteries. Ticket 

lotteries solidify the power imbalance between the institution and the patron, in which the 

institution sets the value of the production and by extension the playwright and constricts 

access to the artistic product via ticketing policies. While ticket lotteries outwardly seem 

like useful, accessible programs that widen audience scope, at the theatres in this project 

these programs essentially present Shakespeare as a gift the institution is giving to the 

general public. By using lotteries, The Public and STC frame the brand of Shakespeare as 

 
261 Donna Walker-Kuhne. Invitation to the Party: Building Bridges to the Arts, Culture and Community. (New York: Theatre 
Communications Group, Inc, 2005). 31. 



 

 203 

inherently valuable and offer audiences the opportunity to potentially access it via trying 

their luck at a lottery if normal ticket prices are prohibitive. As Way argues, these 

institutions “have a vested interest in negotiating the avenues of access to a variety of 

content that is of interest for their digital audiences. Much of this content is structured 

around establishing and maintaining the value of live Shakespearean performance with 

audiences.”262 Why is this lower price tier not simply built into the ticketing structure for 

every performance without restrictions, if institutions really value creating financial 

accessibility for a wide scope of audiences, particularly as the language of accessibility is 

often utilized in institutional missions and on grant applications? 

 Institutional missions and histories are a key part of any theatre’s “about us” 

section on the website, creating a sense of history and values audiences can turn to. For 

Shakespeare theatres, mission statements often feature a combination of producing 

quality theatre, building community, and fostering diversity: 

The Public: “THE PUBLIC THEATER is theater of, by, and for all people. Artist-

driven, radically inclusive, and fundamentally democratic, The Public continues 

the work of its visionary founder Joe Papp as a civic institution engaging, both 

on-stage and off, with some of the most important ideas and social issues of 

today.”263 

Shakespeare Theatre Company: “Shakespeare Theatre Company creates, 

preserves and promotes classic theatre—ambitious, enduring plays with universal 

themes—for all audiences.”264 

 
262 Way 25. 
263 https://publictheater.org/about/About-The-Public/  
264 https://www.shakespearetheatre.org/about/mission/  
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 American Shakespeare Center: “American Shakespeare Center illuminates the 

plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, classic and new, refreshing the 

individual, fostering civil discourse, and creating community in the Blackfriars 

Playhouse and beyond.”265  

Oregon Shakespeare Festival: “Inspired by Shakespeare's work and the cultural 

richness of the United States, we reveal our collective humanity through 

illuminating interpretations of new and classic plays, deepened by the 

kaleidoscope of rotating repertory.”266 

Chicago Shakespeare Theatre: “CST is proud to serve as a leading partner in 

artistic and civic initiatives that are shaping our world—today and tomorrow. In 

active collaborations with our peers on local, national and international levels, we 

are engaged at the forefront of creative exchange, advancing thought and dialogue 

here and abroad.”267 

Each mission statement ties the work of Shakespeare and the theatre to fostering dialogue 

and building community, often relying on universalizing language. It should be noted that 

Chicago Shakespeare does not have a concise mission on the institutional website, 

instead featuring value sections under the headings bold theatricality, creative learning, a 

global theatre, and partner in innovation. As Thompson has argued, institutional missions 

often tout ideals of diversity and access but fail to fully meet those missions for staff, 

audiences, and surrounding communities: “that so many classical theater companies 

describe as one of their goals the diversification of their audience, coupled with the fact 

 
265https://americanshakespearecenter.com/about/#:~:text=American%20Shakespeare%20Center%20illuminates%20the,the%20Blackfr
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266 https://www.osfashland.org/company/mission-and-values.aspx  
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that the NEA has created a grant that is specifically about creating ‘Shakespeare for a 

New Generation’ is a good indication that the new, desired, and more diverse 

composition of the audience is still a work in progress.”268  

For Shakespeare institutions in particular missions offer a public statement for the 

value and uses of Shakespeare and serve to further rationalize the need for each 

institution. Way has previously explained the connection between espousals of cultural 

value and institutional branding online:  

“Yet each institution provides a clear statement defining its relationship to 

Shakespeare and their approaches to performance on its site, establishing 

Shakespeare as an inspiration, or the inspiration, for their work. By doing so, 

these institutions present their cultural value to the audience through their 

performance practices, which are tailored to reaffirm the value of Shakespeare 

and his plays while making them relevant for current audiences.”269  

These tailored practices help form the outer frame of the theatrical event, presenting 

audiences with the institution's values and mission digitally, which structures virtual and 

in-person engagement. While missions play a large part in grant applications and live on 

institutional websites, they most often appear on social media in relation to institutional 

giving and fundraising initiatives. These posts generally present the mission of the 

theatre, accompanied by the gala or fundraiser theme, and use the mission to leverage 

donations from users, presenting the mission of the theatre, which is explicitly tied to 

Shakespeare, as inherently worth cultural and monetary value. 

 
268 Ayanna Thompson. Passing Strange: Shakespeare, Race, and Contemporary America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
90. 
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This need to vocalize institutional values has been heightened over the last few 

years in the United States as theatres have begun to grapple with the systematically 

exclusionary practices inherent in the industry, most prominently white supremacy. 

While Shakespeare theatres have certainly used mission statements in grant applications 

and on websites in order to gain funding for programming and to create a specific brand 

of Shakespeare, these missions have become vital over the last few years as institutions 

defend their cultural relevancy and at times acknowledge wrongdoing and current events. 

Cultural and political movements over the last decade have thrown into relief the way 

institutions that claim deep ties to the community and a dedication to equity either are or 

are not meeting putting those claims into action. As theatres have calculated how to 

respond to such moments and movements, staff have relied heavily on social media 

platforms for public acknowledgement and to respond directly to audience and staff 

feedback. While social media has been a major factor in audience development, these 

platforms have also become the main space for theatres to outwardly espouse values and 

to announce initiatives. The use of social media for both audience response and audience 

cultivation is, then, the focus of the next two sections of this chapter.  

 

Audience Response 

 As Geoff Way and Yong Li Lan have argued, social media and digital 

engagement expands Bennett’s outer frame of the theatrical event. This advent of digital 

marketing and social media means that audiences may encounter marketing for a 

production months or even a year prior to the opening of a show or the start of a 

paratheatrical event. This extended digital engagement leads audiences to encounter the 
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institution not only when they actively seek out the homepage or when staff send 

promotional and information emails, but on their own social media feeds, integrating 

each institution into their daily digital landscape. Rumbold extrapolates on this digital 

relationship, focusing on how Shakespeare institutions utilize social media for marketing: 

 “The digitally enabled “you are what you share” ideology of “We-Think” is 

ironically becoming a potent marketing tool: let people identify with brands in 

their online self-presentation, and they will spread the word about a product 

themselves. The Shakespeare organizations’ presence on social networking sites 

such as Twitter and Facebook creates a new platform for direct marketing to 

already engaged “fans,” “friends,” and “followers,” and, via the principles of viral 

marketing, indirect contact with their acquaintances.”270 

Social media allows institutions to reach new audiences and prompts current audiences to 

engage with theatres on multiple levels and to partake in the institution’s brand of 

Shakespeare on their own accounts. While theatres use social media in a variety of ways, 

this section focuses specifically on two aspects: how staff use digital media to garner and 

respond to both positive and negative audience feedback and how institutions use 

platforms to respond to current events and to reify their mission. 

 Garnering and responding to audience feedback is a vital action for any institution 

but particularly for Shakespeare theatres since, as I’ve argued, staff are always in the 

process of figuring out how to keep Shakespeare relevant and desirable. Feedback helps 

theatre staff create a more accessible experience for patrons and is used on promotional 

material and in grant applications to present “proof” the theatre is doing good work. Staff 
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regularly go through social media feeds to find posts from audience members, whether 

they’ve used the allotted production hashtag or tagged the theatre or not and will often 

reshare audience posts to the main institutional account. The goal in doing so is to signal 

to other followers of the theatre that audiences are finding value in the current production 

and to encourage them to buy their ticket as well. The action of resharing audience 

feedback can help audience members feel like a valued part of the institution. While this 

act is often well-intentioned and is widely used by theatre marketing departments, it can 

at times cross ethical boundaries, as users rarely post with the expectation their response 

will be integrated into institutional marketing. However, a main source of direct digital 

feedback for theatres takes place off platform.  

While the delivery system has shifted from physical to digital, post-show surveys 

have long been a tool theatres use to understand how audiences view the theatre and 

Shakespeare, what their experience was in the space, and how they interpreted the show 

itself. Like most theatres, Shakespeare Theatre Company sends a survey after each 

performance. As Racioppo and Johnson discussed with me in our interview, post-show 

surveys can have a direct effect on the production itself, particularly during preview 

week:  

Emily: So the surveys are kept? 

Neal: They live on Survey Monkey so we can go back and access them. It's not 

just marketing that looks at them. Artistic, especially during preview week, wants 

to know what's going on. “Oh, they can't hear that actor.” You know, “that's 

coming up a lot more.” Because the plays, most of the plays, we do have so much 

language and it's so complex sometimes that that's something that we focus on a 
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lot. 

Emily: What percentage would you say fill out the surveys? 

Neal: That's hard to say. 

Joy: It depends on the show. 

Neal: Yeah, it does. So, like maybe 10 to 30%. 

Joy: I was gonna say 20, yeah.  

Emily: That's a good chunk, especially for such a large house.271 

Beyond marketing and audience services purposes, staff use digital surveys to find out 

directly from the audience what isn’t working in the space and in the production. These 

moments of response help staff and artists recalibrate how they are portraying and 

bringing Shakespeare to audiences both for the current show and for future productions 

and paratheatrical programming. This moment of check-in has become commonplace for 

audiences and while many do not utilize surveys as a means of feedback, opting instead 

to respond on social media, in person, via phone, or by word of mouth, as Racioppo and 

Johnson explain, there are audience members who prefer to offer feedback using this 

mechanism:  

Neal: They will tell us what they love. And they'll tell us what they hate with, you 

know, equal fervor. 

Joy: And the one time we thought, “You know what, we don't need to know what 

they think, we don't need a survey.” People were like, “Where's the survey? 

Because I want to tell you what I think.”  

Emily: So, they are really invested! 

 
271 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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Joy: They really tell you.  

Neal: Yeah, they really are invested. 

Emily: Is that an email survey or paper?  

Joy: Email.  

Emily: Okay. How long is it? 

Neal: Six questions? 

Joy: With options for filling in.  

Neal: Yeah, the first-time questions are sort of ticking, you know, like a scale of 

one to five sort of thing and then there's options for the more profound response. 

It isn't about the show, it's about their experience at the theater. So, you get 

everything from “Well, that person was horribly miscast” to “parking was 

terrible!” 

Emily: Haha yeah, “can you fix the DC metro???” 

Joy: “The guy behind me was laughing at times that I didn't think was funny.”  

Neal: You get all of it, some of our employees who are in charge of collating that 

have a bingo card that they've created of all the kinds of comments that we're 

going to get, and they play bingo with it.272 

Audience members not only want a mechanism for offering feedback on the inner frame 

of the performance, like the notes about casting and hearing suggest, but they also want a 

mechanism for voicing their experience of the outer frame. While staff might get a laugh 

out of the way audiences tell them about experiences finding parking in DC, that 

 
272 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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anecdotes like this regularly feature in survey responses suggests that the outer frame of 

the theatrical event can be as impactful as the inner.  

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, it is important to remember that 

actual humans run the social media accounts of each institution. This labor, in 

conjunction with platform algorithms, builds institutional branding and directly interfaces 

with audiences digitally to promote Shakespeare. While most corporations hire social 

media managers specifically to do this work, most theatres fold these duties into job 

descriptions of other staff members across a number of departments. Drew Broussard 

spoke to me about this in our interview, with a specific focus on how artistic programs 

work digitally:   

Emily: So, do you run the social media accounts? 

Drew: I run Forum’s social media account. The Public...we used to have multiple. 

The Pub has accounts still. 

Emily: Yeah! 

Drew: Under the Radar used to have accounts, Forum had multiple accounts, 

Public Works had accounts, and The Public main things had accounts. That has 

stripped way down. 

Emily: I know, it’s so nice in terms of managing them all.  

Drew: Forum’s Twitter account, we fought to keep separate for a long time. To 

my great dismay, both for marketable skills and because I like it a lot, I do 

genuinely still like Twitter. It is not as well curated as it used to be. I really used 
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to...It was part of my job. I spent hours every day building content and now that 

I’m now running the program, I can’t, and we haven’t hired anyone yet…273 

The institutional push to drastically cut back on offshoot accounts in an effort to 

streamline messaging and to centralize information about performances and engagement 

programming has of course affected the workflow of staff members associated with these 

programs. As Broussard notes, thinking deeply about how to best engage audiences 

digitally used to be a daily part of his workday and job description, something that has 

decreased since the decrease in the number of accounts and in his increase in 

responsibilities.  

On the other hand, Shakespeare Theatre Company has taken a different approach 

to utilizing multiple platforms, as was revealed in my discussion with Neal Racioppo and 

Joy Johnson: 

Neal: We worked hard on creating different voices on each and not trying to be 

the same voice on all three, because they're just different platforms and people. 

We want different kinds of relationships. I think we do a good job. Some things 

are very much driven by the marketing of the show, some things are just sort of 

paying attention to what's going on in the culture. It's world Dog Day, or 

whatever, they love participating. There was a Chex-Mix thing- it was a good day 

for them. They were very excited- “Chex-Mix tweeted back at us!” 

Joy: Haha yes, we can all go home now.274 

 
273 Drew Broussard, Drew. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 15 July 2019.  
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The marketing team at STC sees each of the theatre’s social media accounts as different 

both in tone and audience. Run by the Marketing Manager, Marketing Coordinator, and 

Marketing Fellow, the theatre’s accounts on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook are 

primarily focused on of course raising awareness for the theatre’s programming but also 

on engaging with users about Shakespeare through interviews, memes, and polls, as I’ll 

discuss in the section on audience cultivation. While the theatre did not originally have 

multiple accounts on each platform like The Public, the willingness to lean into the 

strengths of each platform and to understand how users best respond to content on each 

digital site is a reason the theatre is adept at engaging with audiences digitally. 

Digital engagement is a vital part of institutional messaging and marketing at 

Shakespeare theatres. Because of this, it is striking that a number of them offload social 

media responsibilities onto interns and fellows. While it makes sense to include input 

from interns and fellows into digital output, particularly since they tend to be younger 

and more likely to have deep awareness of how social media platforms work and how 

users want to engage with institutions, it cannot go unnoted that this work is often 

underpaid or not paid at all. Broussard touched on this in our discussion of the digital 

dramaturgy project hosted on the platform Tumblr:  

Drew: We also have Digiturgy. 

Emily: Yep! 

Drew: The Tumblr, which my intern is actually working on.  

Emily: Wonderful! 
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Drew: Fall content right now. I started that and still curate and run it. I make less 

of the content now for the same reasons but it’s easier to be like “what is 

interesting to you? Draft posts, I’ll edit them and put them up.”  

Emily: Right. 

Drew: Which is fun too because then you get a cross-section of voices over the 

course of the season. 

Emily: Yeah, that’s wonderful.  

Drew: All still falling under institutional voice, but you can tell that there…I 

mean there are things that like the people who know me are like “okay so that was 

obviously you.”  

Emily: Haha 

Drew: And then there are things where they are like “why’d you think of that” 

and I’m like “I didn’t!” and that’s really fun because you start to really get you 

know, it’ll never be a microcosm of our audiences, let alone New York or the 

world,  

Emily: Right, right, impossible. 

Drew: But we do strive for breadth wherever we can get it.275 

Broussard’s approach to working with interns and fellows on social media postings takes 

a middle ground; yes, interns and fellows are asked to create content that is interesting to 

them, but ultimately the responsibility for the project falls on Broussard and other full-

time staff. The willingness to give interns and fellows free range to write posts that are 

interesting to them, at least in terms of topics surrounding each production or project, 
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does help create the cross-section of voices Broussard mentions, hopefully reaching more 

audiences than if the account was simply run by one person.  

 While social media can help institutions create relationships with audience 

members through tactics including but not limited to memes, polls, challenges, and 

Q&As as I’ll discuss in the next section of this chapter, institutional accounts can also 

become targets for harassment, in some cases leading to threats directed at staff members. 

This unfortunately became the case with The Public Theater’s production of Julius 

Caesar: 

Emily: Twitter can also go badly very fast. 

Drew: It has happened to us a couple of times and it was basically like 

immediately “great, close it, walk away, don’t look at it for a couple of days.” A 

handful of people reach out and I’m like “everything is going to be fine, nobody 

worry about it.”  

Emily: Yep. That’s how it works. 

Drew: “They’re like oh don’t worry, it’s coming to us, too.” It was around Julius 

Caesar. 

Emily: Ohhh, yeah. 

Drew: There was a lot and that wasn’t even about anything that we had posted. 

We arguably...I could have gotten our 501C revoked a couple of times because in 

the lead up to 2016 we had a bunch of people on our stages who were saying 

things and our whole thing is like “When they are up there, it’s their personal 

views.” 

Emily: Right! 
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Drew: But then also those were like the fieriest, best bits that we would clip out 

and then release online and be like “Check out what Stacyann Chin said about 

Donald Trump last night at Public Forum!”  

Emily: Right.276 

As Broussard notes, nonprofit theatres do have to be careful with overtly political 

statements on social media due to their 501C status. This is easily skirted by qualifying 

any direct statements about politicians as personal views of the artist and as he suggests, 

these moments are often invigorating and do well on social media. However, the storm 

surrounding Julius Caesar did not stem from any one social media event, but rather the 

theatre’s mainstage production featuring a Trumpian characterization of Caesar.  

 In Shakespeare in a Divided America, James Shapiro charts how the frenzy 

around the production played out across a number of media forms. In 2017, Laura 

Sheaffer from Salem Media saw the production in previews and later discussed her 

concerns over the Trumpian depiction on air with Joe Piscopo. While the theatre had 

received some pushback from audiences at this point, Sheaffer’s second interview on 

Mediaite, an upload of only the assassination scene to YouTube, and the subsequent pick 

up of the story by Brietbart, Inside Edition, and Fox & Friends launched the production 

and the theatre into the fray.277 The ability of news outlets and writers to distill the 

production down to a clip of the assassination scene, implying that The Public Theater 

was urging Shakespeare in the Park attendees to assassinate the president, had an effect 

on the financial underpinnings of the theatre, as Delta Airlines pulled its support. As 

 
276 Drew Broussard, Drew. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 15 July 2019.  
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Joubin and Mancewicz argue, corporate sponsors were likely not genuinely concerned 

about incitements of violence but rather public perception: “censorship of this particular 

production of Julius Caesar reveals more about corporate America’s anxieties about free 

speech and the mythical power of the play than about the ability of performance to incite 

violence or even political assassination.”278 This concern over public perception and 

alienation, as Shapiro notes, applied to government funders as well: “the campaign 

against the Delacorte production chalked up another victory when the National 

Endowment for the Arts, fearful of alienating the new president and of having its funding 

axed by Congress, played it safe” making it perfecting clear that the NEA did not award 

funds for the production.279  

More importantly, the media’s fight over whether or not The Public was attacking 

Trump and by extension somehow cheapening Shakespeare’s play and reputation directly 

led to threats against theatre staff. As Broussard mentions in our interview snippet, 

sometimes the safest response is to ignore threats, at least when they occur on a platform. 

However, threats and complaints left the realm of social media and became a part of the 

daily life of staff via calls and emails, to the point where staff were directed to stop taking 

calls, instead directing them to voicemail.280 The staff who regularly interact with 

audiences, particularly those who work the box office, were now at risk of serious harm, 

as many of the threats included promises of violence. This was compounded by Artistic 

Director Eustis’s refusal to publicly defend the production in the media and the theatre’s 

miscalculation of “the ways in which they could be targeted through social media, and 
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how little could be done in response.”281 Unfortunately, not understanding how platforms 

spread disinformation and how users latch on to trending topics has consequences. In his 

book, Shapiro breaks down the engagement numbers:  

“Facebook reported the controversy over Julius Caesar reached more than 2 

million people. Twitter reported more than 4.6 million organic impressions, and 

an average of 35,627 impressions per tweet. Instagram counted 167,669 

impressions. Anyone Googling ‘Julius Caesar Public Theater’ could scroll 

through nearly a million hits, while Inside Edition’s YouTube clip of the 

Delacorte assassination scene was viewed more than 300,000 times.”282 

Digital media and platforms are built specifically to share information, true or not, 

simultaneously around the world. Once the controversy over the production had reached 

multiple outlets, there was little The Public staff could do to mitigate coverage.  

 Though it became impossible for Public staff to control coverage of the 

production, Shakespeare theatres generally enjoy a relatively harassment-free digital 

presence, as each institution is connected to a vision of Shakespeare that is deemed 

valuable. Brock’s work in Distributed Blackness discusses the way whiteness pervades 

the internet, particularly in connection to art: 

“Despite protestations about color-blindness or neutrality, the internet should be 

understood as an enactment of whiteness through the interpretive flexibility of 

whiteness as information. By this, I mean that white folks’ communications, 
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letters, and works of art are rarely understood as white; instead, they become 

universal and are understood as ‘communication,’ ‘literature,’ and ‘art.’”283    

Staff at Shakespeare theatres are not used to the kind of virulent harassment on a regular 

basis that other institutions and individuals have to endure on social media from racist, 

supremacist users. Shakespeare’s connection to whiteness, regardless of institutional 

intention and mission, provides a degree of protection as the institution’s products 

(productions of Shakespeare) are deemed valuable. This acceptance of Shakespeare’s 

value is, however, part of the reason the harassment of Public staff became so intense: 

when users decided the institution was doing something unacceptable with Shakespeare, 

they began harassing staff with the kinds of threats people of color endure in digital 

spaces on a regular basis.  

While The Public staff took the brunt of the threats and harassment tied to this 

production, it did stem to theatres in the area and Shakespeare institutions at large. As 

Neal Racioppo explained in our interview, Shakespeare Theatre Company in DC received 

threats as well:  

Neal: Two years ago, we had some troll issues. Around the time that the 

production of Julius Caesar went up in New York, and then people, we got 

blowback from that because we had the word Shakespeare in our name and “how 

dare we do such a show?”  The show behind you (gestures to Macbeth poster), we 

got trolls coming in with “they don't look Scottish.” You know, “how dare you do 

something different with the show.” Everything from “well, that person is an 

idiot” to “Oh, that person's really, really hateful. And how do we block this?” And 
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we got some guy from Sweden or Germany bombarding us and hitting us with 

“I’m a lawyer and I'm going to sue you.” Like a professional troll.284 

The prominent argument in the media over Shakespeare and politics spread to other 

institutions simply because, like The Public, the staff produce Shakespeare. While social 

media has allowed for audiences to voice positive experiences with theatre and 

Shakespeare, it has equally given voice to audience members who want to police what 

constitutes Shakespeare and who his work should be for. 

 The furor around the production led to a number of protests around and during the 

production itself, as a number of protestors attempted to disrupt the performance. As 

Shapiro notes, “the Delacorte is an especially vulnerable space- the price paid for being 

designed as an open-air, communal theater, with no barrier between actors and 

audience.”285 Security staff eventually came up with a detailed plan in the event of 

protestors or an attack, particularly since staff and actors had begun to receive death 

threats: “‘if the actors are threatening to kill Trump on stage,’ one of the emails sent to 

the Public Theater read, ‘maybe they should be killed.’ It took a lot of focus- and a lot of 

guts- for the actors to expose themselves to that danger.”286 While this production is not 

the focus of this chapter, I take the time to detail what occurred with this production both 

digitally and in person because it is a clear example of how one audience member’s 

response, in this case Sheaffer, can be taken up, interpreted and misinterpreted, and 

shared across digital platforms and how that feedback can directly impact not only a 

production and impressions of Shakespeare but the lives of theatre staff. While the Julius 

 
284 Neal Racioppo and Joy Johnson. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 24 September 2019. 
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Caesar instance is a rare case, it’s important to recognize that the internet is rooted in 

racist structures and as the digital sphere becomes more divisive and difficult to control, 

Shakespeare theatres have to be intentional about what version of Shakespeare staff are 

presenting. This has become clear in how institutions use social media to publicly share 

and promote values. 

 Social media accounts function as spaces for theatres to make public values 

known, even if those values don’t necessarily match internal workings. This can be as 

simple as how institutions recognize holidays (Indigenous People’s Day vs Columbus 

Day) or how institutions publicly acknowledge and thank staff, audience members, and 

the local community. In addition, institutions use social media accounts to acknowledge 

communities, posting throughout Black History and Pride months to signal that not only 

does the institution value these communities, but that Shakespeare is relevant to them. 

For example, for Transgender Day of Remembrance, Oregon Shakespeare Festival not 

only shared a post to let people know there would be a virtual vigil held by the theatre, 

but the staff asked trans artists connected to the theatre to take over social media accounts 

to share their experiences, to mourn those the community has lost, and to celebrate their 

community.287  

The Public took a similar approach to Black History Month, asking theatre staff 

why black theatre matters to them, eventually sharing clips and quotations on social 

media platforms throughout the month. In the case of The Public, these posts are 

interspersed with production photos of black artists from the theatre’s archive and many 

of them come from Shakespeare productions. This explicit connection between 

 
287 @OSFAshland. “Join us as we celebrate a day of Transgender Remembrance.” Instagram, November 19, 2020. 
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institutional acknowledgement, personal staff beliefs, and archival footage presents 

Shakespeare as relevant and a part of the histories of a number of communities. By 

approaching events and issues relevant to audience members’ personal lives in this way, 

theatres align their institution and staff with specific values. As I’ll discuss in the 

project’s conclusion, this approach is vital in communicating actionable steps in 

addressing systemic issues, as became apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

2020 protests, and in response to the We See You White American Theatre demands. 

Posting about the institution’s values (whether leadership upholds them internally or not) 

is also a method of development and cultivation, as it presents the institution as a 

community space invested in its audiences and the issues that matter to them.  

 

Audience Cultivation 

Shakespeare theatres use social media platforms to develop an audience base, 

hoping to deepen engagement with current audiences, to draw back old ones, and to reach 

new constituencies. Apart from merely trying to reach as many constituencies as possible 

via marketing techniques, theatres use these platforms to cultivate a sense of appreciation 

for the institution and for Shakespeare as a cultural figure by participating in digital 

cultures. Creating what Blackwell terms collaborative acts of engagement, theatres utilize 

common platform features like polls, quizzes, and Q&A boxes alongside challenges and 

initiatives, seeking to further extend the idea that Shakespeare is universal and 

relevant.288 This facet of the wider promotion of the playwright’s universality does, 

 
288 Anna Blackwell. Shakespearean Celebrity in the Digital Age: Fan Cultures and Remediation (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
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however, allow for nuance of reception within that idea. As Geddes and Fazel posit, 

“Shakespeare users are diverse not only in their particular interest in Shakespeare, but in 

their level of engagement with his work.”289 Each cultivation technique will draw 

different audiences- the user who answers a Q&A prompt on Instagram stories is 

different from one who might respond to a tweet with a .gif and from one who 

participates in a recitation challenge and from one who simply uses the show hashtag as a 

caption on their selfie or playbill image. While one audience might partake in each 

option, each theatre does present a spectrum for users to choose from.  

By encouraging audience members and users to engage in these prompts, theatre 

staff can collect audience response and then disperse it to other followers to encourage 

engagement. Theatres often include hashtags for specific shows and include information 

in physical and digital playbills so audiences know how to tag the theatre in any social 

media posting, should they choose to do so. As O’Neil notes, “users are no longer passive 

spectators but agentive actors (in the sense that they do things with content and identity 

online) and social actors too (in the sense that they engage with other individuals online 

by producing content, by sharing, and by expecting response). Participation is not 

reducible to production but can entail such activities as liking, favouriting, evaluation, 

and recirculation.”290 That this has become commonplace shows that institutions have 

vested interests in boosting hits and affecting their algorithm to reach more users and that 

some audiences are invested in performing their role in the theatrical event online, before, 

during, and after the production.291  

 
289 Fazel and Geddes 8. 
290 Stephen O’Neil. “Shakespeare and Social Media.” Literature Compass, vol. 12, no. 6, 2015, pp. 274–285. 275-6. 
291 For more on playbills and social media, see Ashley Lee’s piece for the LA Times, “How Playbills became social media must-
shares.”  
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Actively asking and encouraging audience members and followers to share either 

posts from the theatre or posts stemming from a prompt not only makes audience 

response visible digitally, creating an archive for scholars, audience members, and staff 

to draw from, it also makes Shakespeare and engagement with him and the institution a 

part of each user’s curated digital presence. Conversely, by collecting audience response 

via these cultivation methods and then sharing results on platform, Shakespeare 

institutions make audience opinion and reception a part of the theatre’s official social 

media presence. While theatre staff certainly pick and choose which responses are shared 

in terms of pull quotes and submissions for challenges, polls are much more difficult to 

control, as once a user submits their answers, they are able to see where the poll results 

currently sit.  

Though some of these posts are ephemeral and disappear after 24 hours, the 

majority of them stay on platform, allowing for users to encounter them after the initial 

digital moment. What results, then, is a digital archive of audience reception. This 

archive is of course curated, particularly when responding directly to theatre accounts, 

since staff can report or delete any negative comments depending on the platform. Still, 

by continuing to explicitly ask for reception online and by then implementing that 

reception onto institutional feeds, theatres are creating an archive of response tied to their 

institution for users, audiences, granting bodies, and scholars to reference. In addition to 

audience reception, theatre postings similarly create an archive of memes and digital 

trends. 

While theatres often use meme formats to market current productions, staff often 

use them to increase engagement with Shakespeare as a cultural figure. A prime example 
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of this is The Public Theater’s recent revamp of the “what isn’t ‘x’ but feels like ‘x’?” 

meme, of course replacing “x” with “Shakespeare.” While it technically falls out of the 

purview of this time frame, the 2020 meme quickly became popular on the Twitter 

platform and The Public’s tweet reached 12,400 likes, 56,400 quote tweets (in which a 

user retweets with their answer or a comment), 655 retweets, and 3,900 replies, as of 

6:31pm on November 25, 2020.292 

 Some users responded with things directly connected to The Public as an 

institution, replying with gifs of racoons or referencing the frozen rosé available at The 

Delacorte during Shakespeare in the Park’s season. This grouping of responses builds on 

the connection The Public has cultivated over the past decades between Shakespeare, 

audiences, and the institution. When these users think of Shakespeare, they associate it 

with elements specific to the outer frame of performance taking place at The Public. The 

second grouping replied with references to other pop culture figures or works of art, often 

replying with favorite artists or celebrities and including video footage of any songs, 

performances, or talk show clips being referenced. This inclusion of artistic and pop 

culture favorites illuminates how this group of users on Twitter deem Shakespeare and 

his cultural prominence. By claiming their favorite artists and pop culture moments feel 

like Shakespeare, users are explicitly tying their current tastes to the playwright, implying 

that whether they enjoy reading or seeing Shakespeare or not, his perceived cultural 

prominence means users tie them to things they care about, rather than things they are 

disinterested in. The third grouping responded with memes, both past and present. While 

many users did so jokingly, perhaps in an effort to gain likes and retweets, this response 

 
292 @PublicTheaterNY. “What isn’t Shakespeare but FEELS like Shakespeare?” Twitter, November 13, 2020.  
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ties Shakespeare to viral digital culture, putting his cultural image alongside memes, 

which have become a part of everyday digital culture.  

The viral response to The Public’s appropriation of the original meme format not 

only shows marketing savvy on the part of the staff, but also highlights Shakespeare’s 

legibility online, across platforms. Though it wasn’t tied specifically to a production or to 

one of Shakespeare’s plays, the tactic not only engaged new audiences for the theatre, but 

ultimately argued for Shakespeare’s continued relevancy, as thousands of users equated 

their favorite artists and cultural objects with Shakespeare and his legacy. As Rumbold 

has argued in relation to Shakespeare institutions in the UK, “institutions connect value to 

their work by co-opting the kinds of digital activities that the public perform 

independently of them.”293 By using the form of a current meme, The Public staff argued 

for the continued relevance and value of Shakespeare (and The Public as an institution) 

and made the playwright a prominent part of the digital landscape on platform for a 

number of days. 

Outside of seizing on popular meme formats, a significant cultivation technique 

on social media revolves around knowledge testing. This can take the form of an actual 

quiz, usually implemented with poll, Q&A, or question options already available on the 

platform. While this technique does occur on Twitter and Facebook (usually connected to 

a giveaway), it is most prominent on Instagram stories, as it not only has more features 

for questioning but also deletes the quiz after 24 hours, so it doesn’t clog the account’s 

feed or timeline. These short postings test both user knowledge and opinion regarding 

Shakespeare and his plays. For instance, on July 17, 2019, #WorldEmojiDay, American 

 
293 Rumbold 328. 
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Shakespeare Center asked users on Instagram to describe their favorite Shakespeare play 

using only emojis.294 After garnering enough submissions, theatre staff then posted the 

emoji descriptions on the institution’s Instagram story, inviting users to guess which play 

the emojis were referencing.   

This strategy utilizes audience opinion (favorite Shakespeare play), co-creation 

(meme descriptions), and knowledge testing (quiz) in order to both engage users on 

platform and to turn knowledge of Shakespeare into a fun, digital activity. Knowledge-

based posts can also take the form of matching quotes to characters or plays, matching 

production images to the play, or testing the user's institutional knowledge with facts 

about the theatre or famous actors who have featured in Shakespeare productions. 

Stephen O’Neil has written on digital access in terms of Shakespeare quotations: “Ease 

and availability constitute the primary, enabling conditions of quoted Shakespeare in 

digital networked culture. So long as a user has access to a computerised, screen-based 

device (desktop, laptop, tablet, mobile phone), s/he can access Shakespeare’s texts.”295 

O’Neil’s point is useful for thinking about how theatres consistently use quotations from 

Shakespeare’s plays in social media postings and marketing. Quotations are often used in 

quizzes, prompting the user to interact and test their knowledge of Shakespeare. In 

addition, quotations are used on timeline posts of production photos, season 

announcements, and holiday recognitions. Alongside the institutional handle name and 

the usual addition of #shakespeare on posts, the inclusion of quotations makes 

Shakespeare recognition a central focus of institutional accounts and branding. 

 
294 @AmericanShakespeareCenter, “Describe Your Favorite Shakespeare Play with emojis only.” Instagram, July 19, 2019. 
295 Stephen O’Neil, Balz Engler, Regula Hohl Trillini. “Digital Technology and the Future of Reception History” in Shakespeare and 
Quotation (eds. Maxwell and Rumbold) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 277. 
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 Finally, institutions use social media to acknowledge paratheatrical and education 

programming. Staff may live-tweet events, livestream video, post images and video after 

the fact, and even share audience testimonials on social media platforms. By doing so, 

staff hope to not only acknowledge that these events happened and are a part of the 

institution’s programming but to also draw in new audiences for future events. In 

addition, since the majority of this program is marketed as community or student focused, 

posting about these paratheatrical events serves to market the institution’s mission. For 

some institutions like American Shakespeare Center, this means creating a separate 

Instagram for the Shakespeare camp (@shxcamp) to further promote summer camps and 

class offerings. The account features FAQ videos about camp, curriculum descriptions, 

introductions by students, and images from classes, rehearsals, and performances.  

While Chicago Shakespeare doesn’t use a separate account for educational 

programming, Sara. B. T. Thiel explained to me that the staff do make an effort to 

include paratheatrical and education events on the institution’s accounts:  

Emily: Yeah! So, in terms of the events, are they ever posted on social media? Or 

are pictures from them ever posted on social media? 

Sara: Do you mean like our educational events?  

Emily: Sure! Or a Pre•Amble or is BardCore graduation event ever like posted on 

the Instagram stories? 

Sara: Yep! Absolutely are. Pre•Ambles not as much just because it’s not a super 

visual medium. Our director of PR, she does all of our social media stuff, too. 

Emily: Oh great! 
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Sara: But absolutely when we have like a big student event like Bard Core 

graduation or when she happens to be down. It’s honestly whenever Hannah is 

around, or she’s given an assignment to one of our marketing interns that you’ll 

see those things pop up. She’s a powerhouse, whenever she’s around you can 

anticipate that something’s going to be showing up on Instagram stories.  

Emily: Chicago has a wonderful presence.  

Sara: Yeah, so she does get our Education stuff out there which is, it’s always fun 

to see.296  

For CST, it’s important to include major educational events like BardCore on social 

media platforms to raise awareness for the programs and to show off the theatre’s 

educational programming. Between the Director of Public Relations and the marketing 

interns, CST makes education programming a key feature of their digital presence. As 

Thiel notes, part of the draw of educational programming is its visual interest- students 

performing Shakespeare on stage are often more visually engaging than a scholar 

lecturing at a podium. This is perhaps why the Pre•Ambles program doesn’t heavily 

feature on the theatre’s social media apart from date announcements.  

When thinking about audience engagement digitally, theatre staff must think 

through how to adapt programming to a number of platforms. The Pre•Ambles program 

is a key example of this; rather than attempting to catalogue each preamble in 

photography for marketing purposes, staff have taken audio recordings of each lecture 

and have uploaded them as podcasts, finding a digital format that compliments the 

 
296 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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original programming. The way institutions use digital modalities such as podcasts to 

adapt paratheatrical programming, then, is the focus of the last section of this chapter.  

Paratheatrical Programming: The Podcast   

Podcasts have proliferated in the last decade, reaching people through multiple 

platforms and allowing for audiences to listen at their leisure. As stated in Jennifer 

Miller’s article, as of 2019 there was “upward of 700,000 podcasts...with between 2,000 

and 3,000 new shows launching each month.”297 This proliferation has led theatres to 

create institutional podcasts in an attempt to draw in new audiences and to amplify 

current programming. The final section of this chapter, then, investigates the place of 

podcasts in the world of audience engagement and theatre and how institutional podcasts 

function as paratheatrical programming, expanding Bennett’s outer frame of 

performance. This programming serves to further institutional missions digitally, namely, 

to promote the relevancy and perceived universality of Shakespeare as a cultural figure, 

and to convince listeners that Shakespeare and the institution are worth their time and 

money.  

As I’ve argued throughout each chapter, paratheatrical programming serves a 

number of roles in maintaining and cultivating Shakespeare’s place in the theatre and in 

US culture more broadly. While in-person paratheatrical and educational programming 

remains a vital part of the arts landscape, theatres have increasingly adopted these forms 

digitally, creating hybrid programming. For the theatres included in this project, the 

podcast is the main form of digital paratheatrical programming. The format for these 

 
297Jennifer Miller. “Have We Hit Peak Podcast?” The New York Times, July 18, 2019. 
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podcasts falls under two categories: recordings of in-person events that are then edited 

and introduced by theatre staff, simply moving the original program into the digital 

sphere, and a digital form of a paratheatrical that operates alongside or in place of a 

traditional in-person one. In other words, one is created to exist primarily in the analog 

world and is then uploaded and one is created to cater specifically to digital listeners.  

Podcasts have increased in popularity due to their convenience for both creators 

and listeners. A creator can start a podcast as long as they have a way to record their 

content and a way to upload it onto any number of platforms. For listeners, podcasts offer 

a way to keep up to date on the news, to dive into new topics, to listen to their favorite 

creators, and to experience narratives in a different way. As Tiffanie Wen points out, 

''audio is one of the most intimate forms of media because you are constantly building 

your own images of the story in your mind and you’re creating your own production.”298 

Podcasts operate on a certain level of intimacy not only because the listener creates their 

own image of each story, but also because the form travels with them. People listen on 

their commute, in their home, walking through their neighborhoods, at their workplace, 

bringing the podcast, and by extension Shakespeare, into each area of their daily lives. In 

addition, many users keep podcasts on their phone, physically carrying them with them 

even when they are not listening and receive notifications when their favorite podcasters 

upload new episodes.  

By allowing listeners to control and change their experience, to revisit and share 

discussions, and to access each episode on a number of platforms, theatre podcasts move 

toward making theatre more accessible to audiences. The Public’s podcast, Public 
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Square, does this by matching each episode with content from the current season and by 

introducing listeners to The Public’s history through discussing archives, interviewing 

artists and staff, and by bookending each episode with an evocation of Shakespeare and 

his works. This podcast makes The Public’s Shakespeare public.  

Shakespeare Theatre Company does this through three separate podcasts, 

Prosecast, Next Up, and Shakespeare Backstage. Each Prosecast episode focuses on a 

single production happening at the theatre and generally features members of the cast, 

creative team, and theatre staff and is hosted by Literary Associate Drew Lichtenberg and 

Director of Equity and Enrichment LeeAnet Noble. Created in the summer of 2019, Next 

Up aims at tackling issues facing the theatre industry and community more broadly and 

features LeeAnet Noble, Drew Lichtenberg, and Associate Director of Engagement & 

Inclusion Dat Ngo, alongside other prominent theatre artists. Due to the pandemic, this 

podcast only has two episodes currently, though it is possible it will be revived once STC 

is able to devote staff to the project. The third and final podcast at STC is relatively new 

and focuses on what takes place backstage at the theatre, providing information about the 

production and rehearsal process in addition to interviews with staff and artists about 

their process and job description, in the hopes of keeping listeners engaged with the 

theatre during the pandemic. This functions similarly to Prosecast, with the main 

difference being the lack of focus on a current production since the theatre is dark.  

The growth in podcasting at the theatre is a direct result of LeeAnet Noble’s 

work, which we discussed in our interview:  

Emily: Yeah! How's the podcast going? 

LeeAnet: So before I came, Prosecast was something that happened with each 
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show and was just the conversation with the cast members, to talk about the 

process and to talk about the show. I am shifting it a bit. I'm adding a new podcast 

called Next Up that gets into the season as a whole but also the direction that 

Shakespeare's going into. I had different members of the theater community in on 

the conversation, a very diverse group to have a real candid talk about “Okay, 

Shakespeare is now doing James Baldwin and you know, a show with non-binary 

characters, so what does this mean?” 

Emily: Yeah!  

LeeAnet: The editing just finished, so that'll be coming out soon. And for the 

Prosecast, I'm also going to shift that a bit where it's more of we get into the 

plays, we get into, you know, themes and all that, but also connect that to the hot 

topics and what's trending now in theater.299  

Under Noble’s leadership, the podcast offerings at the theatre have tripled. While each 

podcast has a primary focus, each does connect to the rest, offering a cohesive look at 

programming at the theatre. Furthermore, Noble’s Next Up podcast acknowledges that 

the theatre is in a transitional moment, having just switched artistic directors, and is 

working through how to expand programming and somehow still keep Shakespeare 

relevant. By bringing in community leaders and artists to discuss major issues facing the 

theatre and Shakespeare’s place in those conversations, podcasts at STC nod towards 

Shakespeare’s cultural capital and begin presenting listeners with ways forward. 

As I mentioned at the end of the cultivation section of this chapter, Chicago 

Shakespeare has taken a different approach to the theatre podcast. While The Public and 
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STC’s podcasts were originally created for digital audiences (though they mimic in-

person programming structures), Chicago Shakespeare has taken recordings of its most 

popular paratheatrical program, Pre•Ambles, and has posted them on the Pre•Ambles 

section of the website. These recordings are edited but do not feature outside 

commentary: 

 Emily: That’s wonderful! So, they are recorded? 

Sara: We record them until we get a copy of that’s good enough that we can put 

online. So that we can have a nice clean copy that goes on the website and then 

we sort of have an archive of talks.  

Emily: That’s great! 

Sara: Yeah, it’s great. I would love to find a way to make them more accessible 

because they are just SoundCloud files that are uploaded onto our website.300  

As Thiel points out, the recordings aren’t easily spotted on the website. In order to access 

them or even know they exist; users need to scroll through the program page and click on 

each individual date to hear the SoundCloud recording. In addition, these recordings are 

not readily available on other podcasting platforms.  

While all of the Pre•Amble recordings exist in this section of the website, the 

theatre has additionally pulled excerpts from these recordings and have edited them with 

added commentary, launching the widely available podcast Asides, hosted by Public 

Humanities Manager Sara B.T. Thiel. Notably, neither the Pre•Amble recordings or the 

Asides podcast includes audience responses during the Q&A section, preferring instead to 

focus primarily on diving into the scholarly aspects of the production and texts. During 
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our interview, one of Sara. B.T. Thiel’s hopes for the theatre over the next few years was 

to “find ways to make our Pre•Ambles and our audience enrichment programs even more 

accessible outside of Chicago.”301 Though the recordings cut out any audience 

engagement for privacy reasons, the podcast is certainly a step in the right direction to 

boost awareness for the theatre and its programs, and to promote the tie between 

scholarship and theatre production and to present Shakespeare as both engaging and 

accessible. 

While many podcasts about theatre exist (many of which are produced by 

American Theatre Magazine), only a few of them are produced by a theatre and its staff 

members. The Public Theatre’s podcast, Public Square, is among one of the most popular 

and is produced by the marketing and artistic departments at the theatre. Both in action 

and institutional organization, Public Square functions as one of the theatre’s numerous 

audience engagement initiatives and attempts to foster conversation with The Public’s 

current and potential audiences. When I spoke with Drew Broussard, the then Public 

Forum Producer and host of Public Square, he explained that the podcast organically 

grew out of the theatre’s already existing engagement initiatives:  

Drew: We also have been doing one speaker series panel per show. 

Emily: Great! 

Drew: Those might be going away for the fall and shifting towards...this past year 

we audio recorded all of them and edited them and threw them up online. Nobody 

has really known what to do with that. I was like “this is a very easy way to start a 

podcast, friends.”  

 
301 Sara B.T. Thiel. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 22 July 2019. 
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Emily: Yep! 

Drew: So, we just started a podcast. 

Emily: Right, it’s very good! 

Drew: Thank you. 

Emily: You’re welcome.302 

Podcasts are an obvious place for growth for theatres that value audience engagement. 

Not only do they offer the potential to reach new audiences, but they also serve as places 

to archive past panels and talkbacks. While Public Square’s first seven episodes have not 

used audio from recorded panels, they do feature the artists and experts who have been 

featured by Public Forum, Public Works, The Mobile Unit, and The Public Shakespeare 

Initiative. Though it is not the same as an in-person event like a talkback or facilitated 

discussion featuring a Q&A, Public Square does offer a digital form of these 

conversations that listeners can come to on their own time outside of the walls of The 

Public. This form circumvents issues with recording audience members and does not 

require producers to secure consent forms from each person in attendance at a talkback. It 

is also important to note that this format gives hosts the power to control the conversation 

through editing and takes out part of the inherent risk in an in-person event. 

Public Square is one of the only initiatives at The Public that is housed under two 

departments, as it resides in both artistic and marketing. While the podcast of course 

remains a part of artistic programming, it is also a marketing initiative, designed to bring 

new audiences to The Public and to bolster the visibility of the artists and staff members 

tied to the institution. As Broussard implies, good marketing and artistic value are not 
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mutually exclusive. This cross-departmental designation makes sense, as podcasts can 

use all the help they can get breaking through the ever-expanding market to find listeners. 

The Public’s visibility and status as a major American theatre certainly helps but it does 

not guarantee success or a listenership outside of people already inclined to listen to 

theatre podcasts or to read marketing materials from The Public.  

While a podcast can be easy to begin, it is not necessarily easy to maintain. 

Producers need to create content for each episode, to book guests (if they are going to 

have them), and to edit and transcribe the episode after each recording. Much like in-

person paratheatrical programming, drawing and maintaining a loyal audience takes time 

and requires trust. Podcasts require staff to have both producing and interviewing skills, 

as well as archival skills. For each episode, co-hosts interview staff and artists, asking 

them about their work and art, and also dive into the archives and read through materials 

such as reviews. Planning how content for each episode will fit together takes time and 

energy. In addition, scheduling plays a crucial part in making a podcast successful:  

Drew: Right now, we’re at this once a month thing. 

Emily: Yeah, it’s a lot of labor. 

Drew: The other thing I’m conscious of is trying to keep to a rough schedule and 

not do the thing, I mean it happened when I started my podcast, where we were 

like “here’s an episode on a Tuesday and then another one on the next Thursday 

and then not one for three weeks” and you can’t build an audience like that.303  

Building an audience takes time and consistency. By starting with longer episodes airing 

once a month, the producers have more time to create content and to figure out what they 
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really want Public Square to be. In addition, it allows new listeners more time to find the 

podcast and to catch up before the next episode. Weekly and daily podcasts can easily 

become unmanageable simply because people do not have the time to catch up. 

 Currently, the programming for the Public’s podcast pulls from events happening 

in the Park and at Astor Place. For example, episode one, entitled “The Radical Idea,” 

focuses on The Mobile Unit, featuring an interview with Roxanna Barrios (Associate 

Director of The Mobile Unit) and the Unit’s Tempest director Laurie Woolery, and 

features music by Michael Thurber. The episode also includes a discussion with Assistant 

General Manager Alyssa Simmons about what a general manager does, a brief overview 

of Coriolanus by Jackie Tralies from The Public Shakespeare Initiative, and a look into 

The Public’s archives with Kaleda Davis (Associate Call Center Manager).304 Each 

episode shares a similar structure and features conversations about topics relevant to the 

current season.  

Episode three (“Racoons Are Very Intelligent Creatures”) broke this form by 

taking the podcast out into the Park, interviewing people waiting in line for Shakespeare 

in the Park tickets. Co-hosts asked each person what makes free Shakespeare in the Park 

“a timeless summer tradition and worth the wait?”305 People waiting in line described 

getting there at 5:45am, wanting to show their friends “an iconic New York thing,” 

driving up from Washington DC to see Much Ado About Nothing, how their group of 

friends has waited in line for Shakespeare in the Park tickets every summer since middle 

school, and offered tips for people who haven’t queued up for tickets in the Park 

 
304 “The Radical Idea.” The Public Square from The Public Theater, 14 May 2019. https://publictheater.org/news-
items/Summer2019/podcast/  
305 “Racoons Are Very Intelligent Creatures.” The Public Square from The Public Theater, 31 July 2019.  
https://publictheater.org/news-items/Summer2019/podcast/  
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before.306 This is the closest any of the three theatre’s podcasts has gotten to featuring 

audience response, though that may be in the future.  

When I asked Broussard whether they’d thought about recording Public Forum 

events, like Chicago Shakespeare, and uploading them alongside their normal monthly 

episodes, he said that the team is hoping to do that in the future. In addition, the team has 

thought through expanding into other genres:  

Drew: There are plenty of people who come out of The Pub who do shows and to 

be able to host some of them alongside our native would automatically have 

critical mass and then we can move into doing the really cool stuff like radio 

plays. 

Emily: Yeah! I’ve been waiting for someone to do digital talkbacks.  

Drew: Mmmmhmmm  

Emily: Especially for three hour plays, right? 

Drew: When every single person walks out of the theatre, to be like “Do you want 

to hear more?” And then it doesn’t feel like a burden institutionally, that it feels 

like actually this is how we continue to build our audience and our community 

outside of the walls of the building. 

Emily: Mhmmm 

Drew: We’ll get there, someday. 

Emily: And it lets the conversation continue, that they can go back to. I mean, 

there are plenty of shows that I’ve stayed for talkbacks for that I’m like “I haven’t 

synthesized the show enough for me to have a question ready for this.” 

 
306 “Racoons Are Very Intelligent Creatures.” The Public Square from The Public Theater, 31 July 2019.  
https://publictheater.org/news-items/Summer2019/podcast/   
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Drew: Oh yeah. Yeah! 

Emily: There are shows that I saw four years ago that I’m like “Oh! I think I 

finally understand that show that I hated four years ago but that stuck with me.” 

Drew: Oh yeah. 

Emily: Like “Okay, now that I’ve actually thought it out for a long time…” It’s 

nice to be able to go back. 

Drew: Yeah, we’ll see. The opportunities feel endless. It’s just a question of how 

quickly as an institution we’ll be able to seize. Because now it does feel like the 

iron is hot.307  

While podcasts like Public Square, Prosecast, and Asides already cover a large array of 

content, it is exciting to think about what its potential future might hold for digital 

paratheatrical work in general. Uploading post-show discussions and talkbacks to a 

digital platform offers audience members who are unable to stay past the end of a show 

the chance to hear what their fellow audience members thought. Similarly, it allows for 

those who saw the production on a different date and those who weren’t able to see it at 

all to engage with the conversation. Though different from a traditional talkback or Q&A, 

Broussard’s idea to hand out pre-recorded post-show content is another way to help make 

these conversations accessible to people outside of each performance. While recording 

audience members in post-show discussions would require permission from each person 

in attendance, it would also create a record of audience response, helping to fill the gaps 

in archival knowledge I’ve discussed throughout this project around paratheatrical events. 

 
307 Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 15 July 2019.  
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 A main feature of theatre podcasts, particularly those tied to Shakespeare 

institutions, is the focus on the act of remembering and on archival knowledge. Public 

Square, for instance, invests in archives and in the act of archiving by beginning each 

episode with an evocation of Joe Papp and his mission:  

“In 1954, Joe Papp had a brilliant idea: to bring free productions of Shakespeare 

to the people of New York. He started on the Lower East Side, toured parks 

across the city, and ended up in Central Park and on Astor Place. But that was just 

the beginning. What began as summertime Shakespeare in neighborhood parks 

has since blossomed into a year-round hub of culture with new plays and 

musicals, experimental work, live music, international performance art, cabaret, 

conversations and civic dialogue, community engagement, and of course 

Shakespeare. Through it all, the impulse has remained the same: that culture 

belongs to everyone and that theatre should be of, by, and for all people. 

Welcome to Public Square, a podcast from The Public Theater.”308 

This opening draws upon The Public’s history and emphasizes its values, serving as an 

introduction and reminder for its listeners, and explicitly connects those values to 

Shakespeare and his place in New York. The podcast is invested in continuing Papp’s 

legacy, something that is evident in each episode’s content. By discussing reviews and 

materials from The Public’s archives, the podcast educates listeners about the history of 

the institution, Shakespeare in the United States, and American theatre. Public Square 

episodes, alongside those of other podcasts mentioned in this section, serve as archives 

for future theatre historians, makers, and critics.  

 
308 “The Radical Idea.” The Public Square from The Public Theater, 14 May 2019.  
https://publictheater.org/news-items/Summer2019/podcast/  
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By interviewing staff members and current artists and then uploading those 

interviews onto each sharing platform, podcasts have created a collection of snapshots of 

theatre in each region and the people who make that theatre happen. For those that record 

paratheatrical events like Chicago Shakespeare, podcasts also create a solid transcript of 

the event, though without the inclusion of audience response. Furthermore, in episodes 

that feature interviews with audience members, theatre staff have created a record of 

audience engagement outside of ticket sales, surveys, and social media response that is 

easily accessible. Theatre podcasts not only serve as a way to engage with current 

audiences and to attract new ones, but they also offer new modes of archiving theatre 

history and response. This feature of the podcast as a media form, to archive dialogues 

about what is going on in society and how people are responding to it, is one of the many 

reasons The Library of Congress has begun to acquire podcasts.309 While this does bring 

up questions about which podcasts get preserved in these institutions, the fact that The 

Library of Congress is acquiring podcasts speaks to the importance podcasts currently 

play as a form of media in the United States.  

 By placing podcasts alongside other engagement initiatives and paratheatrical 

programming, Shakespeare theatres recognize that the digital sphere and new forms of 

media offer new opportunities for reaching and engaging with audience and community 

members and for promoting Shakespeare in new ways. Staff intentionally do this by 

framing each podcast as a part of Shakespeare programming. The trailer for Chicago 

Shakespeare’s Asides podcast explicitly ties the podcast with early modern theatre 

practices and Shakespeare’s writing: “We were inspired by Shakespeare’s use of asides, 

 
309 PodNews. “US Library of Congress starts archiving podcasts.” 7 January 2020. https://podnews.net/update/congress-archiving  
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moments when characters turn directly to you, the audience, to pull you into the story. 

Characters may let you in on a joke, share a secret, or even as a question.”310 In this 

scenario, the staff and guests of the podcast are the actors, holding knowledge of 

Shakespeare and the play and choosing when to engage with audiences and what to share 

with them. Shakespeare Theatre Company opens Prosecast with run information for each 

play and then moves towards discussing the co-hosts and guests personal ties to each 

play, often presenting Shakespeare as not only a product but also a figure that is a part of 

each person’s daily life. Over at The Public, Public Square begins by describing Papp’s 

vision of Shakespeare and theatre and ends with a discussion of a Shakespeare play. By 

bookending each episode with an acknowledgment of Shakespeare, these podcasts 

reassert Shakespeare’s centrality to each institution and in doing so make him relevant to 

the podcast as a form of media and paratheatrical programming and mode of audience 

engagement.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter I have charted the main forms of digital engagement 

Shakespeare theatres use to interact with audiences and users on a variety of platforms. 

These engagement methods fall under four categories: marketing and development, 

audience response, audience cultivation, and paratheatrical programming. Marketing and 

developments primarily focus on sales and fundraising, using institutional websites, 

 
310 “Trailer: Welcome to Asides” Asides from Chicago Shakespeare Theatre. 21 April 2020. 
https://soundcloud.com/chicagoshakes-asides/asides-trailer  
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social media accounts, ticket lotteries, and discount tickets to appeal to various 

constituencies. In addition, these departments are tasked with spreading the institution’s 

mission, primarily the brand of Shakespeare associated with each theatre and how that 

brand fits into user’s daily lives and digital feeds and how Shakespeare speaks to current 

events and political movements. Audience response tactics focus more on garnering 

feedback and reception to specific events and performance from users and audiences 

through social media and surveys. As I discussed with The Public’s Julius Caesar, 

Shakespeare institutions benefit from the racist underpinnings of digital spaces and 

audience response can have real world consequences. Audience cultivation methods, 

while similar to those of audience response, are primarily geared towards promoting 

Shakespeare and the theatre more broadly, without a focus on a specific paratheatrical 

event or performance. These methods utilize common engagement mechanisms on social 

media platforms and encourage users to weave Shakespeare into their own digital 

footprint and curation. Finally, digital paratheatrical programming at theatres can grow 

out of in-person initiatives like at Chicago Shakespeare and can exist as a purely digital 

event, as is the case with the myriad of podcasts at The Public and Shakespeare Theatre 

Company.  

Each of these engagement methods contribute to creating a fuller archive of 

engagement programming and audience reception tied to Shakespeare theatres in the 

United States in the 21st century. Because this archive of engagement is readily available 

to staff, scholars, and critics, it has become common to mine these digital spheres for 

marketing and scholarship without full consideration of the ethics of doing so. As Bree 

Hadley has noted, theatres often use social media in the hope that “social media 



 

 245 

technologies and networks will allow theatre makers to collapse barriers between 

historically separate roles, contexts, media and communities, and, as a result, reactivate 

the relations between producers, spectators and society at large.”311 While Hadley’s 

assertion is certainly correct, I am interested in and disturbed by the potential for social 

media use to reinscribe the borders theatres and scholars might be attempting to break 

down.  

Though institutions use digital marketing and programming to promote 

accessibility, the reality is that while these initiatives may reach a broader audience, they 

are ultimately antithetical to stated institutional missions, serving to uphold traditional 

brandings of Shakespeare and to cater to older models of engagement. Theatre staff 

attempt to both attract newer, diverse audiences and to placate and secure older, white 

subscribers and donors and this difference in outreach initiatives is highlighted by digital 

initiatives like lotteries and discounted ticket programs. As I’ve discussed throughout this 

project, institutions are constantly making engagement decisions in order to support the 

theatre’s bottom-line financially. Unfortunately, the digital turn has led to decreased staff 

needs in the box office, as was the case for Shakespeare Theatre Company, and in the use 

of intern and fellow labor to promote Shakespeare. This digital approach to Shakespeare 

is presented as a form of accessibility, one which glosses over institutional issues and that 

privileges appearances of relevancy over actual accessibility and community building.  

 
 
 

 

 
311 Bree Hadley. Theatre, Social Media, Meaning Making. Palgrave Macmillan, 2017. 46. 
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Conclusion: “Suit the action to the word:” Shakespeare Engagement 

Programming After COVID 

Despite concerns over Shakespeare’s appeal to 21st-century audiences, the 

playwright remains a central figure in education, the theatre industry, and in culture in the 

United States more broadly. This centrality is both intended, as a result of centuries of 

educational policies rooted in promoting white universality which bled into theatre 

policies, and accidental, growing out of 20th century practices at both nonprofit theatres 

as well as decisions made at philanthropic organizations and governmental ones, such as 

the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities. 

Because policies have come to fruition through incidental and intentional means, the 

Shakespeare industry in regard to theatre is difficult to parse, as it has significant effects 

on producing a brand of Shakespeare rooted in systemic issues, though institutional staff 

often do not mean to replicate these systems. While the base of educational policies and 

nonprofit funding structures is tied to specific actions (i.e., creating the ideal that 

Shakespeare is universal and thus worth time, attention, and money), institutional staff 

tend to be unaware of this baseline. While staff may recognize the inherent issues within 

the nonprofit theatre system, one which promotes burnout and lack of pay and that 

overlooks abuse, these critiques rarely touch how Shakespeare is being used at the 

institution and why, ultimately building new practices and programs on top of this 

foundation. What emerges is a Frankenstein industry, in which staff rarely enact policies 

with the explicit intent to promote Shakespeare alongside these systems but that through 

programming and funding structures nevertheless do. 
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 As I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, Shakespeare theatre’s main goal in 

the United States today is to argue the need for Shakespeare to audiences, funding bodies, 

and even to the government. In order to do this, staff rely on mythologizing 

Shakespeare’s universality, promoting a vision of the playwright and his work as a 

necessity for all audiences and students, and framing the theatre as the keys to accessing 

his perceived genius. While this happens cross-departmentally and throughout each level 

of the institution, there are four main areas where this work occurs offstage: in the 

community, in paratheatrical programming, in educational settings, and digitally.  

 As I’ve argued in my first chapter, the place of each theatre within the community 

is dependent on not only location, but also funding structures and program offerings. 

While American Shakespeare Center in Staunton, Virginia is a prominent institution in 

the community, particularly due to its partnership with Mary Baldwin University, its 

main role within the community is to provide theatrical experiences, both onstage for 

audiences and offstage in educational programming like summer camps. On the other 

hand, The Public Theater in New York City, due in part to its longer history and 

expansive budget, utilizes a number of artistic programs and theatre venues to reach 

audiences and community members, partnering with institutions in each borough, 

resulting in the theatre holding a key place in the cultural life of the city. Of all the 

theatres included in this project, Oregon Shakespeare Festival features the strongest 

connection to its community, Ashland, Oregon. This vital connection is the result of 

location, as Ashland is quite remote, and to the lack of other major institutions in the 

town. As I argued, the success of Shakespeare as an appealing figure is directly tied to the 

financial health of the town. How each institution relates to the communities in its city 
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directly affects how its programming, marketing, and fundraising succeed. Community 

engagement is the groundwork each other form of engagement builds upon.  

 Paratheatrical work, meant to supplement the artistic work happening on stage, is 

a major driver in how each institution presents Shakespeare to the audience and how it 

creates bonds with them. As I argued in chapter two, these programs occur pre-show, 

post-show, and as one night only humanities events, all of which are meant to supplement 

the artistic vision of the theatre. While not all of the paratheatrical programming that 

occurs at these theatres is directly tied to Shakespeare, each program does exist within an 

institution dedicated to maintaining the playwright’s financial and cultural viability and is 

thus affected by its influence. As I’ll discuss at the end of this conclusion, in order to 

provide the kind of programming described in institutional missions and in applications 

for funding, institutions will need to explore non-hierarchical models of participation, 

moving away from the model which places the institution as giving something, in this 

case Shakespeare and access to him, to the audience member. This dynamic is mirrored, 

though with a longer history, in educational programming at each theatre. 

 Chapter three explored the history of Shakespeare in the US educational system 

and how those histories shaped the growth of educational programming at theatres. These 

histories are tied to colonial methods of education and present racist and classist ideas of 

betterment, presenting Shakespeare as something inherently good and necessary for 

students and audiences. While staff working in educational programming often have good 

intentions, aiming to provide engaging programming to students, institutional structures 

work to maintain Shakespeare’s universality as programs that are seen to bring this 

version of Shakespeare to students and community members are popular with granting 
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bodies and are therefore lucrative for the institution. As Belfiore and Bennett point to, 

“the importance of the claim for a cathartic function of theatre in particular, and the arts 

in general, lies in the fact that the idea of a personal growth and of a moral self-perfecting 

process, which are subsumed within it, have been historically very important rationales 

for the state promotion of the arts and the encouragement of public participation in 

cultural activities.”312 This idea of cathartic betterment is explicitly tied to access to 

Shakespeare within US curriculum and to the way Shakespeare institutions function. 

 Digital engagement at Shakespeare institutions aims to continue the promotion of 

Shakespeare and his relevance that occurs in the community, in paratheatrical work, and 

in classrooms and broadcasts it across the internet. Chapter four, then, charted the various 

methods Shakespeare institutions use to broadcast a vision of accessibility and relevance 

in order to deepen engagement with current audiences and followers and to attract new 

ones. These tactics fall under four main categories: marketing and development, audience 

response, audience cultivation, and paratheatrical programming. While each tactic affects 

the other, each serves a specific function in creating the theatre’s digital presence and in 

digitizing each institution’s brand of Shakespeare. Like the histories of education and 

Shakespeare I explored in chapter three, digital practices have evolved from structures 

rooted in white supremacy, allowing institutions to avoid sustained harassment on social 

media platforms. Because of this, the way theatres engage with audiences and users 

online has an effect on the version of Shakespeare that gets circulated digitally, which 

can have very real consequences, as I discussed with The Public Theater’s production of 

Julius Caesar.  

 
312Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett. The Social Impact of the Arts: An Intellectual History. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008). 81. 
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Where We Are 

 While this project’s scope ends in 2019, I have to acknowledge the seismic shift 

that occurred shortly after completing my interviews and that has continued during the 

writing of this project. In March of 2020, the coronavirus pandemic forced the shutdown 

of institutions around the country, shuttering theatre doors for an indeterminate timespan. 

Productions were first postponed then cancelled, seasons were pushed back, reimagined, 

and put on hold, and thousands of workers were either moved to remote work, 

furloughed, or laid off, resulting in a loss of health insurance amidst a global health crisis. 

The theatre community lost countless lives to the virus, perhaps most notably the actor 

Nick Cordero, who lost his life to the virus at age 41, after spending months in intensive 

care. The loss of life, livelihood, and finances will affect the theatre industry for decades 

to come.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to light the longstanding issues within the 

theatre industry, particularly where it concerns nonprofit institutions, an umbrella under 

which each theatre in this project resides. As it became increasingly clear that in-person 

programming would be shut down for at least the remainder of the 2019-2020 season, 

and then later the 2020-2021 season, theatres began experimenting with a variety of 

digital programming, producing reading series, engagement events, Zoom productions, 

full-scale production recordings without an audience, and many reached back into the 

archives to re-release past recordings. While the desire for theatre grew in lockdown, 

many audience members began directing anger at archival institutions, urging the New 

York Public Library to release archival footage of major productions, something that was 
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only heightened by the July 2020 release of Hamilton on Disney+. However, the NYPL 

collection is designed to only be viewed in person for research purposes, as releasing 

these recordings to wider audiences breaks contracts with SAG-AFTRA and Actors’ 

Equity, since digital distribution is not included in most production contracts. Once again, 

issues of labor and access collided with the desires of the audience. In addition to the 

hankering for high quality digital programming, the pivoting of theatres to digital spaces 

revealed the ability of each theatre to do this regularly, prompting questions of access. 

 As I’ve discussed, the nonprofit theatre industry has an access problem, with most 

theatres only doing the bare minimum to avoid ADA complaints. While educational 

programming is sometimes more accessible at Shakespeare theatres, staff are tasked with 

making difficult budgeting decisions, as I discussed with American Shakespeare Center, 

often opting to produce programming that can reach more able-bodied children at a lower 

price than paying for accessible programs that can reach children with a variety of 

disabilities. As each theatre suddenly turned to digital spaces to maintain connection with 

audiences and communities, many of the programs audiences and in some cases activists 

had been asking for for years suddenly became available to the general public. It took a 

pandemic for theatres to listen to access issues and, frankly, it is only because it was 

demanded by a wider audience beyond those with disabilities. As I’ll discuss shortly in 

the section on actionable steps, audiences now know theatres are capable of recording 

and captioning the majority of programming, from productions to educational classes to 

paratheatrical events, and it would behoove institutions to keep this focus on access once 

theatres can safely reopen to audiences and when staff are negotiating union contracts. 
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 While the relationship between each institution and audiences has certainly 

altered during lockdown, the staff and artists at each theatre are the ones who have taken 

the biggest hit. It has been quite difficult writing this work, knowing that most of the 

programs discussed in this dissertation are on pause (though some are slowly coming 

back digitally). More so, that a large number of the staff I interviewed for this project 

have been included in waves of furloughs. While each institution certainly has issues and 

a great deal of work to do, the staff at each theatre genuinely care about theatre and 

creating a better space for art and engagement and COVID has been devastating for these 

staff. This is one of the many reasons why the continued delineation between artists and 

theatre administrators is so frustrating. In Soraya Nadia McDonald’s article on the 

prospect of a new Federal Theatre Project, The Public Theater’s artistic director, Oskar 

Eustis, says this:  

“The nonprofit theater movement, which was begun to provide a home for artists, 

now supports tens of thousands of people with middle-class livings,” Oskar 

Eustis, artistic director of New York’s Public Theater, told me during this year’s 

annual conference of the American Theatre Critics Association. “And almost 

none of them are artists. It supports administrators, it supports marketing folks. It 

supports development folks, but it doesn’t support theater artists. It’s insane.”313 

I take issue with Eustis’s characterization of arts administrators. Firstly, a large number 

of theatre administrators come from artistic backgrounds and many continue to pursue 

their art outside of work, writing scripts, acting, directing, and designing, so the idea that 

the nonprofit theatre movement doesn’t support artists is factually incorrect. Secondly, as 

 
313 Soraya Nadia Mcdonald. “A COVID-19 vaccine is here, but theaters seek a New Deal.” The Undefeated, December 30, 2020. 
https://theundefeated.com/features/a-covid-19-vaccine-is-here-but-theaters-seek-a-new-deal/amp/?__twitter_impression=true  
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I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, the success of each of these theatres, particularly 

The Public, is predicated on theatre administrators continuing (often while underpaid) to 

not only promote the value of the arts through marketing, audience and community 

engagement, and development initiatives, but also to promote Shakespeare as worthy of 

time, attention, and money. Without the work of theatre administrators, the art that Eustis 

lauds cannot happen. Without teaching artists and community engagement 

administrators, grant writers cannot pitch the value of the theatre in the community to 

granting bodies, marketing professionals cannot connect that message with the wider 

public, and the theatre will not have enough money to produce mainstage programming 

and to support artists. Thirdly, the idea that providing middle-class livings to theatre 

professionals is somehow against the spirit of the nonprofit is incredibly damaging and 

promotes the idea that those working in theatre should be overworked and underpaid. 

There are very real issues with the nonprofit theatre industry, particularly when it comes 

to Shakespeare-focused institutions, but these issues will not be fixed if artistic directors 

that make over half a million dollars a year continue to undervalue and ignore the 

workers who make the institution and industry run.314  

The post-COVID industry will not only present challenges and opportunities for 

institutions to reassess work in terms of art and audiences and relationships with 

communities, but also how each institution values and pays staff and artists. Prior to the 

pandemic, “the median annual salary for full-time musicians and singers was $42,800; it 

was $40,500 for actors; and $36,500 for dancers and choreographers, according to a 

National Endowment for the Arts analysis. Many artists work other jobs to cobble 

 
314 United States. Department of the Treasury. Internal Revenue Service. Form 990. Publictheatre.org. 
https://publictheater.org/contentassets/fd8b60f7bba54078b65aaefd19cdfc90/fy18-form-990---final-public.pdf  
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together a living, often in the restaurant, retail and hospitality industries — where work 

has also dried up.”315 Before COVID decimated the theatre industry, artists and 

administrators were already making barely enough to survive, let alone to create 

substantial savings, particularly in major cities like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles 

where the cost of living is high. In comparison, according to the Broadway League, 

Broadway alone had its highest-grossing season in 2018-2019 with $1.83 billion and the 

Broadway sector alone supports 96,000 jobs.316  

Without the ability to make enough to save money prior to the pandemic and 

without substantial government support (like that seen in many European countries) and a 

foreseeable end date to the shutdown, pandemic stresses will likely have pushed 

thousands of talented artists and administrators out of the field as they find other work in 

order to have financial and health security. This will, undoubtedly, serve to maintain the 

class differences already present within the theatre industry, particularly at nonprofits, as 

those who are already financially able to take lower (or no) pay will be able to wait out 

the pandemic. Theatres will need to grapple with this loss as institutions reopen. In 

addition, theatre leadership and boards will need to take a hard look at the systems they 

work within and how current policies, inherited from previous nonprofit models, failed 

staff both before and during lockdown. This is part of the focus of the We See You, 

White American Theatre collective.  

In the summer of 2020, the We See You, White American Theatre collective 

released a statement, signed by 300 prominent theatremakers and later supported by 

 
315 Patricia Cohen. “A ‘Great Cultural Depression’ Looms for Legions of Unemployed Performers.” The New York Times, December 
26, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/26/arts/unemployed-performer-theatre-arts.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nytimes  
316 Sarah Whitten. “New York City misses out on billions of tourism dollars as coronavirus keeps Broadway dark.” CNBC, September 
29, 2020. https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/coronavirus-broadway-nyc-shuttered-until-2021.html  
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thousands online, laying bare the racist practices inherent in the theatre industry, 

demanding accountability from the theatre industry, particularly predominantly white 

institutions. The collective later released a comprehensive list of demands:  

“This is a living document. It is an omnibus declaration of interlinked strategies, 

comprehensive but by no means exhaustive, and remains subject to amendment. It 

is culled from years of discussion between members of the Black, Indigenous and 

People of Color (BIPOC) theatre communities immersed in the dynamics of 

which they speak, and bears the contradictions of our many concerns, approaches, 

and needs. When demands are repeated, it should be taken as a reflection of their 

significance to the constituents. It is also due to the interdependent functioning of 

the theatrical ecosystem.”317  

The demands cover Cultural Competency, Working Conditions and Hiring Practices, 

Artistic and Cultural Practices, Transparency, Compensation, Accountability, and 

Boards, Funding and Resource Demands for BIPOC Theatre Organizations, Commercial 

Theatre and Broadway, Equity and Transparency, Protection, Unions, Press, and 

Academic and Professional Training Programs. The demands are detailed and thorough 

and present a vision of a long overdue change in the way theatre operates in the United 

States. While movements for change in the theatre have occurred previously, the We See 

You collective not only garnered support from prominent Black, Indigenous, and artists 

of color, the group also launched an effective social media campaign, posting staff 

images to show how incredibly white major theatres in the country are, in addition to 

specifically calling out theatres for a response daily. While not every institution 

 
317 We See You, White American Theatre. “Demands.” We See You, White American Theatre, 2020. 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ede42fd6cb927448d9d0525/t/5f064e63f21dd43ad6ab3162/1594248809279/Tier2.pdf  
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responded (it is particularly of note that the Broadway League has remained silent 

months later), many did, publishing action plans publicly.  

 As I’ve noted throughout this project, Shakespeare theatres in particular promote 

a specific brand of theatre explicitly connected to whiteness and, like many nonprofit 

institutions, are predominantly staffed by white people. Of the theatres included in this 

project, only American Shakespeare Center did not respond in some way to the We See 

You demands. Though Chicago Shakespeare did not post about the demands on social 

media, the institution added a section on the website under Equity, Diversity, and 

Inclusion detailing a new action plan, which includes board changes, “listen in” sessions 

to garner feedback, and a commitment to implementing changes in framing to the Bard 

Core and Shakespeare in the Parks programs.318  

 Shakespeare Theatre Company similarly updated the Equity, Diversity, and 

Inclusion portion of the website, laying out a statement of support, as well as a timeline 

for releasing action plan information. As the website states, the institution aims to release 

a values statement, “advance Anti-Racist Action Plan and EDI policies to better serve and 

support our staff and employees” by January 2021,  announce “new community and 

BIPOC support initiatives” by April 2021, and to hold “regular EDI Committee 

meetings” and to launch “mandatory EDI and Anti-Racist staff training” on an ongoing 

basis.319 In addition, the theatre publicly supported changes within the Academy for 

Classical Acting (with whom the institution partners), that among other things, includes: 

required anti-racism training, vendor audits, all guest teaching artist funds going to 

BIPOC instructors, a decolonization of the audition process, faculty matches of social 

 
318 https://www.chicagoshakes.com/about_us/ourcommitment 
319 https://www.shakespearetheatre.org/about/equity-diversity-inclusion/  
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justice donations, creation of an EDI committee, an expansion of the curriculum, and 

commitments to making all production teams at least 50% BIPOC, 50% of all 

scholarships allocated to BIPOC students within the next three years, with the ultimate 

goal of making the ACA community at least 50% BIPOC within the next five years.320 

Compared to statements from other theatres and acting academies, this commitment is 

impressive and, if implemented, will help combat the whiteness of classical acting. This 

commitment across the institution and the acting academy is of note, particularly in light 

of American Shakespeare’s silence, an institution that lauds itself on its programming 

aimed at creating the next generation of Shakespearean actors. 

As a member of the collective, Oregon Shakespeare Festival Artistic Director 

Nataki Garrett stated “I sign[ed] in solidarity because it’s time for us to be seen, and felt, 

and heard as viable, necessary and responsible.”321 The OSF social media platforms 

regularly shared updates from We See You throughout the summer and encouraged 

audiences to sign in support of the demands. While an action plan has not been released 

to the public, the theatre also responded to demands from Indigenous artists: 

“We are grateful to be in continued communication with that community through 

their envoy, who sent the letter to us. Together, we are working to convene a 

larger group of local Native/Indigenous community members and allies to address 

the concerns, and to create a pathway to engage their requests. We apologize for 

 
320 @Shakespeareindc. “We're proud of the changes the @acaindc, our MFA program, is making.” Instagram, June 8, 2020.  
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBL1YzTjt17/?igshid=1q5qqfupqetoa  
321 Kim Budd. “In a letter, Black theatermakers call out ‘White American Theater.’” KCRW, June 12, 2020. 
https://www.kcrw.com/news/shows/press-play-with-madeleine-brand/homeless-report-cops-pies/theater-race-nataki-garrett 
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the pain OSF has caused this community over the years and we appreciate the 

grace they showed in making their requests known.”322 

Though the theatre has not released actionable steps being taken to address demands, the 

theatre’s outward support of the movement and demands, in addition to Garrett’s 

signature on the statement, suggests changes are underway within the institution.  

 The Public has been the most transparent and vocal about changes happening 

within the institution to address demands. The September anti-racism update featured 

commitment to ending 10 out of 12 rehearsals as well as unpaid internships, expanding 

family leave to ten weeks, adding two Associate Artistic Directors so that half of the 

highest artistic positions at the theatre are held by people of color, implementing a more 

“inclusive” planning process with the entire artistic staff, the creation of an anti-racism 

committee, a new code of conduct, an increased budget line for anti-racist work and 

education, weekly speakers, and the creation of a Cultural Transformation Steering 

Committee.323 The further update in December stated much of the same, promising an 

update on the plans from the Cultural Transformation Team and the board’s anti-racism 

committee in early 2021.324 Transparency from one of the most prominent theatres in the 

United States is heartening and will hopefully encourage other institutions to regularly 

update staff, artists, and audiences with information regarding systemic changes. While 

these changes are a useful starting point, The Public and the other institutions included in 

this project will need to devote much more time, energy, and money into restructuring 

 
322 Oregon Shakespeare Festival. “An update from Oregon Shakespeare Festival leadership.” Facebook, September 8, 2020. 
https://www.facebook.com/osfashland/photos/a.82811955762/10159015650185763  
323 https://publictheater.org/news-items/buckets/news-and-updates/anti-racism-progress-update/  
324  https://publictheater.org/news-items/buckets/news-and-updates/anti-racism-progress-update/  
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institutions and redistributing power and funds to be more equitable if the theatre is going 

to survive and thrive after the pandemic ends.  

 The COVID pandemic and racial justice movements of 2020 have exposed 

failings in the theatre industry, particularly in terms of access. As I argue in chapter four, 

digital programming is often used at institutions in order to present a veneer of 

accessibility, effectively glossing over any actual issues with financial and physical 

accessibility inherent in the institution and the industry more broadly. However, as 

institutions shifted to entirely remote work and programming in order to keep staff and 

audiences safe during the pandemic, it became increasingly clear that institutions were 

capable of creating the kind of accessible policies, productions, and programs staff, 

audiences, and activists have long pushed for. When the only way to interact with 

audiences and donors is through the digital space, access issues at large become more 

apparent, as staff attempt to make sure digital performances, meetings, workshops, and 

classes are accessible. Similarly, the digital shift has more heavily concentrated power in 

the use of social media to organize and communicate. This is part of the reason the We 

See You collective letter and demands were so effective in the summer of 2020. As 

theatres were forced to exist primarily in online spaces, it became increasingly difficult to 

pretend the very real systemic issues the We See You collective outlined were not real 

and that leadership at each theatre had not seen them. My hope is that by being forced to 

contend with issues of access in a deeper way in order to survive the pandemic, the 

theatres in this project and the theatre industry in the US can begin working to rectify 

these issues and to rebuild more equitable programs, policies, and systems. There is a lot 

to change, both in the nonprofit theatre industry and in the world of Shakespeare studies, 
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but I do think the work is worth doing. For this reason, I end this dissertation with 

actionable steps theatre staff and leadership at Shakespeare institutions can take in order 

to stop using the myth of Shakespeare’s universality in an attempt to stay viable within 

communities and financial markets and to start actively listening to what theatre staff, 

audiences, and community members want and need.  

 

Actionable Steps 

As I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, the theatre industry is rooted in a 

number of harmful systems, many of which have been amplified by the nonprofit 

industry, the education system in the US, and philanthropic foundations. By focusing 

primarily on staying viable in these sectors, theatres as institutions have placed promoting 

Shakespeare as universally valuable and necessary over fostering sincere and mutually 

beneficial relationships with audiences, students, and community groups. While these 

relationships do exist, they are currently still tinged with the underlying notion that 

Shakespeare is something that is good for these various groups. How then can staff at 

Shakespeare theatres work towards creating different kinds of engagement, even within 

the institutional frameworks predicated by late-stage capitalism? In order to properly 

support and serve artists, staff, audiences, and communities, as well as to fulfill 

institutional missions, leadership must seriously reassess how the institution is structured 

internally, how those structures stem from and continue white supremacist ideas, and how 

these structures use Shakespeare to survive. This dissertation ends, then, with a list of 

actionable steps for reimagining how each institution uses and presents Shakespeare and 

how engagement programming can help restructure how the institution understands itself 
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and relates to its various audiences and communities. I begin with a reiteration of the We 

See You demands for a restructuring of the industry, and then move to suggestions for 

reimagining community relationships, paratheatrical programming, educational 

programs, digital engagement, accessibility, and archival work.  

The most important step for Shakespeare theatres is to read the demands from the 

We See You collective, to internalize them, and to create action plans to address them. 

My suggested actions will only help Shakespeare theatres reimagine programming if 

leadership has already decided to take on the necessary change outlined in the 

collective’s demands. Without the baseline of systemic change, any changes suggested 

here will only gloss over the underlying issues inherent in the nonprofit system and in 

Shakespeare’s cultural legacy more broadly.  

Perhaps the most difficult step is to reimagine the spread of power more equitably 

amongst staff and artists. While it would be a huge shift and undertaking, there are 

theatres in the country utilizing different power structures, focused most prominently on 

consensus and consent across the collective staff.325 If the theatres in this project cannot 

undertake this kind of holistic change, leadership can take note of other forms of 

structuring staff and programming, taking away power from traditional board members 

and executive staff and distributing it across all levels of the staff. The staff I’ve 

interviewed for this dissertation care deeply, are intelligent, and bring creative, nuanced 

approaches to theatre, engagement, and education. In order for Shakespeare institutions to 

really do the necessary work to break down the power structures upholding the harmful 

 
325 TBA Staff. “Paths to Empowerment: How Theatre Collectives Are Building Equitable Power Structures.” Theatre Bay Area, 
August 26, 2020. https://www.theatrebayarea.org/news/523245/Paths-to-Empowerment-How-Theatre-Collectives-Are-Building-
Equitable-Power-Structures.htm  
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myth of his universality, staff need to be empowered by leadership and the board to do 

that hard work.  

 In addition to the broad restructuring of power distribution within each institution, 

Shakespeare theatres need to create a clear description of how Shakespeare currently 

works at the institution and how staff utilize him for programming, marketing, and 

development, for good and bad. It’s impossible to change how things work if there isn’t 

an understanding of how things currently function and what needs to be changed. From 

there, each theatre needs to compare how Shakespeare currently functions to what the 

institution espouses in institutional missions, public marketing, and in grant proposals. 

Are there gaps? Where is the institution failing? Is the idea of Shakespeare the institution 

currently promotes worth saving and bringing into the future? If so, does that reason go 

beyond the ingrained belief that students and audiences should have access to his work 

for reasons of “betterment” and “enrichment”? These are tough questions that will 

inevitably upset many staff who have dedicated years to Shakespeare engagement and 

education but in order to combat the violent histories associated with Shakespeare 

programming, institutions have to answer these questions, both for staff and audiences. 

For theatres producing Shakespeare, staff need to recognize the brand of Shakespeare the 

institution is promoting and how each program fits into that vision.  

 In terms of community engagement, staff at each theatre need to learn about and 

be aware of the various histories present in their community and how the institution (and 

Shakespeare) intersect with and are shaped by those histories. As I discussed in chapter 

one, the histories connected to Oregon Shakespeare are much different than those 

connected to Shakespeare Theatre Company and each affects how the institution runs and 
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interacts with surrounding communities. Regional and community history should be 

made a part of the onboarding process for each new staff member and staff should be 

given educational opportunities throughout the year. Part of this work should be achieved 

through partnering with community groups who have in the past been excluded from the 

theatre, Shakespeare, or both. Communities that do not, for any reason, feel welcome at 

each theatre. The goal in doing so cannot be monetary, in the sense of finding more 

audiences to support the theatre financially. Rather, this needs to be a legitimate 

discussion about the theatre’s place in its community. Listen to why said communities 

have felt this way and ask what the institution can offer in terms of resources, labor, and 

time. How can the institution work towards building trust? 

 In terms of finances, Shakespeare institutions need to interrogate current 

partnerships. Are Bloomberg Philanthropies and the Bank of America aligned in terms of 

mission and values with The Public? While doing so may result in decreased funding, 

theatres need to acknowledge the granting entities leadership actively partners with in 

order to fund programming and to grapple with the histories connected to them. In 

addition to reassessing active partnerships and funding connections, a relatively simple 

undertaking is to do a full vendor audit. Do the businesses the theatre partners with for 

food, beverage, supplies, marketing materials, merchandise, etc. hold the same values? If 

not, this creates an opportunity to switch to other vendors, hopefully businesses created 

and run by people of color. This is also an opportunity to switch from large corporations 

to local businesses, signaling a commitment to the financial health of the community by 

actively promoting local products and businesses rather than large corporations.  
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Each of the theatres in this project feature paratheatrical programming that can 

serve as a model for other theatres and institutions and each also has room for 

improvement. Paratheatrical programming often looks similar across theatrical 

institutions because hierarchical reception structures are ingrained in the United States- it 

is what theatre staff have witnessed at other theatres and what they have been taught in 

school and at work. In addition, most staff running these programs are overworked and 

underfunded, leading them to lean on familiar programming structures. My suggestions 

for Shakespeare focused paratheatrical programming fall under three categories: 

personnel, content, and accessibility. As Dat Ngo (Associate Director of Engagement and 

Inclusion at Shakespeare Theatre Company) expressed in our interview, it is a 

combination of these three categories that draw or deter audiences:  

Dat: Free For All was eye-opening for me. Like I said, I’ve been here almost 14 

years. I’ve been around Free For All, working on the frontlines of Free for All, 

engaging all these communities and inviting them in and I’ve seen lots of POC 

show up. Shakespeare as a canon, I don't think is a deterrent. I think it's the 

culture of the people who created how we produce it, the lens in which we are 

shining it through, that might be why. Who is in the house, who is producing, who 

is on stage, all those things.326  

Ngo’s point that Shakespeare is more than a literary and theatrical canon is an important 

one- Shakespeare means more to audiences than the text or performance and unless 

theatre institutions recognize this, staff will struggle to engage a greater diversity of 

audiences through paratheatrical programming. 

 
326 Dat Ngo. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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Theatres need to diversify staff and guest speakers. Theatre staff in the United 

States remain overwhelmingly white, despite increases in representation on stage. As 

we’ve seen with the #WeSeeYou initiative, BIPOC administrators and theatre artists are 

often not safe or valued at their institutions:  

“We have watched you harm your BIPOC staff members, asking us to do 

emotional labor by writing your Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion statements. 

When we demanded you live up to your own creeds, you cowered behind old 

racist laments of feeling threatened, and then discarded us along with the values 

you claim to uphold. We see you.”327 

Not only do theatres need to invest time and money into recruiting diverse staff and 

artists onstage, backstage, and offstage, leadership also have to support them once they 

are there. As I've discussed with pre-show lectures at ASC and STC, this applies to guest 

speakers as well. If BIPOC guest speakers are unwilling to come to a particular theatre, 

there is probably a reason why. Make sure the theatre is a safe and welcoming place for 

them. Simply hiring more diverse staff and reaching out to diverse audience 

demographics isn’t enough. If theatres cannot provide safe, supportive environments for 

staff, guests, and audiences, mission statements are moot. This work cannot be 

accomplished in a season and must be undertaken with that knowledge. It may take a 

number of cycles for applicants to view the theatre as a desirable working environment 

and audiences will not automatically drop preconceived notions of a theatre or of 

Shakespeare. Theatres need to recognize this and need to not get discouraged. The 

 
327 You can read the full We See You statement and list of demands here: https://www.weseeyouwat.com/statement  
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change in internal policies and practices also needs to be mirrored on stage and in 

paratheatrical programming. 

 The first thing staff running paratheatrical programming need to do is to 

interrogate who this program is for- is it audience-focused or is it for institutional 

growth? By this I mean, does it center the experiences of audiences and what they want 

or need from engagement work or does it mostly serve as marketing and/or development 

opportunities for the theatre? This means leaning towards the participatory programming 

described by Nina Simon, which offers “a place where visitors can create, share, and 

connect with each other around content.”328 A prime example of this approach working 

well is Public Works, which has been so successful it has led to partnerships with other 

national and international theatres. Rather than using paratheatrical programming as a 

knowledge delivery mechanism to either provide audiences with knowledge of 

Shakespeare or to glean information about audience response, paratheatrical 

programming should focus primarily on co-creation with audiences. This does not mean 

theatres cannot host lectures or talkbacks, they are useful formats recognizable to 

audiences. Rather, I suggest that when using these formats, staff center the needs of 

audiences rather than the needs of the institution. Like Broussard suggested in our 

interview, the ability of a program to stay nimble and react to the needs of an audience 

may be difficult but it is certainly worthwhile.329  

Staff need to be willing to take risks with the understanding it may take a few 

iterations for audiences to respond to the program. Like CST’s pre-show actor talks, 

smaller audience numbers don’t always mean a program is unsuccessful and it is in the 

 
328 Nina Simon. The Participatory Museum (Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0, 2010). ii. 
329 Drew Broussard. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 15 July 2019. 
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theatre’s best interest to provide a number of paratheatrical options for audiences. In 

addition, theatres need to trust audiences to take risks with them. Anne Morgan’s 

approach to talkbacks at ASC is a prime example of this. By setting expectations and 

trusting the audience to ask interesting questions, Morgan has reimagined and revitalized 

the program at American Shakespeare. As Tannahill argues, “I don’t believe audiences 

are inherently risk averse. On the contrary, they are hungry for new and transformational 

experiences. Build it, or present it, and they will come.”330 Audiences are willing to take 

part in paratheatrical events, particularly participatory ones, it is up to theatres to offer 

them.  

Paratheatrical programs as they stand currently often serve to promote the 

universality of Shakespeare and his work. Theatres need to step away from language and 

structures that hold up Shakespeare as a universal figure. In doing so, paratheatrical 

programming can focus on not only what audiences want to know about any given play 

or production, but also on what resources and programming audiences actually want from 

theatres. Furthermore, by moving away from this approach to Shakespeare, theatres are 

likely to draw in more audiences. As Ngo expressed in our interview, growing up in the 

DC area, he did not think Shakespeare Theatre Company, where he now works, wanted 

him there: “It’s not because I didn’t like Shakespeare, I loved Shakespeare. I was one of 

the few, you know sophomores in high school that was reading Shakespeare outside of 

the curriculum because I just dug it. But I didn't think that this theater wanted me 

 
330 Jordan Tannahill. Theatre of the Unimpressed: In Search of Vital Drama. (Toronto: Coach  
House Books, 2015). 42. 
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here.”331 The way theatres market and implement productions and paratheatrical 

programs have a direct effect on who feels welcome in those spaces and who does not. 

A simple but effective way theatres can reimagine programming is to build in 

feedback mechanisms before, during, and after paratheatrical programming. Checking in 

with audiences at the start of an event not only helps them feel welcome and heard, but 

also helps set expectations for the rest of the event. As I discussed earlier in this 

dissertation, The Public’s Mobile Unit pre-show check in exemplifies this strategy and is 

an effective way to build trust with an audience. Much like in a classroom, checking in 

with audiences during a paratheatrical event about where they are at can help keep 

audiences engaged. This can be as simple as regularly asking for questions or by posing 

questions to the audience in between sections of the event. At the end of an event, staff 

should prioritize speaking with audience members about their experience. This can be a 

series of questions, answered vocally or by a thumbs up or down like with The Mobile 

Unit, focused on what audiences got out of the event. Post-event feedback can also come 

in the form of paper surveys, which provide audiences with space to reflect without the 

fear of public speaking and which also create a physical record of response for staff. Both 

Chicago Shakespeare and Mobile Unit utilize these types of surveys and make sure to 

provide time at the end of the event for audiences to fill them out. Surveys at both 

theatres ask a series of questions focused on demographics, experience, and program 

feedback and end by providing space for audiences to reflect on their experience. While 

surveys certainly help staff with demographic and attendance information, the impetus 

 
331 Dat Ngo. Interview. Conducted by Emily Lathrop, 17 September 2019. 
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behind survey usage should be to garner audience feedback in order to make it a better 

experience for them, not to increase numbers for the institution. 

As I argued in chapter three, current educational programming at Shakespeare 

theatres stems from and often replicates racist, colonial frameworks aimed at bettering 

students through appreciation of Shakespeare. In order to begin to extract programming 

from this framework, theatre educators need to decenter Shakespeare in the curriculum. 

While it makes sense for there to be a number of Shakespeare offerings within the 

curriculum, his plays should not be its entirety. The majority of educational programming 

is done in partnership with area schools so there is ample opportunity to reach out to 

teachers to see what else on the curriculum they could partner on or provide support for 

that does not connect to Shakespeare. By only partnering with teachers on Shakespeare 

units, theatres help reinforce his prominence in the curriculum. For workshops that take 

place at the theatre itself, expanding curriculum offerings to include playwrights of color 

is a concrete, achievable step and one that would help broaden student ideas of what 

theatre is and who it is for. In addition, teaching artists at theatres need to undergo 

training on modes of assessment and educational efficacy. Currently, assessment methods 

are haphazard and while some teaching artists may have a background in education, 

many come to the position as actors and do not have substantial educational training. 

Education programming at Shakespeare theatres, particularly American 

Shakespeare Center and Shakespeare Theatre Company, is expensive and relatively 

inaccessible. While some programs aim for financial accessibility through scholarships 

and free tickets, this should become more of the norm. There needs to be an increase in 

availability for scholarships, likely via fundraising and grants, or theatre staff need to find 
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ways to lessen costs of summer camps. If only well-off children can attend, camps like 

this only serve to solidify class distinctions within theatre and to promote Shakespeare as 

something to be accessed through wealth and something to be gifted to those who cannot 

afford the price of admission.  

Finally, do not use students to explicitly raise money for the theatre through 

narratives of appreciation for Shakespeare. Do not ask students to thank donors through 

cards or through compilation videos. Do not invite donors to attend student matinees or 

workshops, in an effort to “prove” Shakespeare programming is having a positive effect 

on students. Furthermore, do not use images of student events and workshops in end of 

year fundraising calls. While I understand the urge to show engagement with students and 

community members in an effort to convince audiences and donors the theatre is doing 

important work, the explicit tie between fundraising, education, and the promotion of the 

universal appeal of Shakespeare is troubling and feeds into the narratives of betterment 

discussed in chapter three.  

For digital engagement, the largest piece of advice is to cultivate a deep 

knowledge of how social media and the internet more broadly works and connects with 

Shakespeare. Be aware of algorithms and how on platform engagement affects it and how 

those algorithms are connected to racist frameworks, as Noble has shown. Engage with 

constructive criticisms online, as long as they are respectful (i.e. not trolls) and use 

institutional power online to help protect audiences and academics that may be targeted. 

Because digital engagement comes with potential risks, like I discussed with The Public, 

theatres need to pay the staff who run social media (i.e. not interns and fellows) and add 

salary to those who take on this labor on top of their regular hours.  



 

 271 

In terms of programming, Shakespeare theatres can privilege participatory forms 

of engagement, like those detailed under audience cultivation in chapter four. This format 

helps create a conversation surrounding not only Shakespeare but also current political 

and social issues with audiences and users. Similarly, as I discussed with Broussard, 

theatres can experiment with paratheatrical digital programming, keeping in mind the 

audience for each and how that audience might shift depending on format. An excellent 

example of this is The Public’s 2020 radio play of Richard II. The format of this radio 

play collapsed boundaries between performance and paratheatrical programming, 

creating an effective way to lead an audience through a production while also prompting 

deeper discussion. By weaving scholarly commentary and discussion with the artistic 

team throughout the production, the radio play effectively presented a new, accessible 

way to present digital engagement alongside artistic programming, a format which will 

hopefully be utilized again in the future.  

Accessibility offers the greatest area of growth for most theatres in this project 

and in the United States at large. The majority of programming on stage and off is 

relatively inaccessible and when it is made accessible, the accessibility measures are 

offered once or twice during a run and are not built into the structure of the programming 

itself. The accessibility issues in American theatre are both financial and physical. As 

Sawyer Kemp has similarly argued, “theatres are often forced to sacrifice one type of 

access to prioritize another, making it difficult for meaningful institutional changes to 

accrue.”332 In order to make programming financially accessible, theatre staff need to ask 

why paratheatrical programs feature a price of admission and who that price of admission 

 
332 Sawyer Kemp. The Politics of Accessibility in Contemporary Shakespeare Theatres. 2020.  

University of California, Davis, PhD dissertation. 7. 
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might be excluding. As I discussed with The Public Shakespeare Initiative, Oregon 

Shakespeare, and American Shakespeare, charging admission for lectures and humanities 

events automatically creates a barrier for entry. While each theatre needs to be able to pay 

staff and guest speakers, it’s possible this can be done through grant and donor 

fundraising. If theatres need to charge entry for these programs, each should have a pay-

what-you-will option and $0 should be an acceptable option. This issue is tied to one of 

the main difficulties of paratheatrical work- if theatres cannot properly fund programs 

and can only operate by overworking staff and charging audiences for paratheatrical 

engagement programming, what is the real purpose of the program? It might be difficult, 

but one of the best ways to reimagine current programming is to properly fund what is 

already in place. Throughout my interviews, it became clear theatre staff not only know 

the pitfalls that exist within their current programs, but that they also have brilliant ideas 

on how to transform them, if they are given the proper financial support to do so.  

Samuel Yates has outlined steps theatre staff, producers, and artists can take to 

bring disability and accessibility to the forefront of artistic conversations and productions. 

Though many of Yates’s suggestions pertain directly to modes of production and 

performance, I would like to include those that pertain to engagement and general 

accessibility within the theatre here. As Yates argues, investments in widening access 

need to begin in education. Theatre training programs are overwhelmingly created with 

able-bodied artists in mind and this lack of access is directly tied to who is able to access 

professional theatre training.333 Second, accessibility needs to be built into the vision for 

each production and the theatre more broadly, rather than treated as an afterthought. Of 

 
333 Samuel Yates. Cripping Broadway: Neoliberal Performances of Disability in the American Musical. 2019. The George 
Washington University, PhD dissertation. 295. 
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each theatre in this project, Chicago Shakespeare is the closest to realizing this in regard 

to both productions and engagement programming. As Yates points out, accessibility 

programming is becoming a greater part of the conversation at major institutions:  

“Theater Development Fund (TDF) is making headway with providing accessible 

performances for Autistic visitors, d/Deaf or hard-of-hearing spectators, blind and 

low-vision audiences, and patrons with mobility impairments. The current 

portfolio includes sensory-friendly performances, open captions, Sign-

interpreters, and audio description, although TDF offers each only on certain 

evenings (“Accessibility Programs”). Most Broadway shows do not develop 

accessibility programs until they have recouped and are years into their run, 

claiming they are otherwise too costly, and when companies do implement access 

technologies, it is clear they are an afterthought.”334 

Like Broadway shows, Shakespeare institutions like American Shakespeare, as I detailed 

in chapter three, struggle to resolve the tension between accessibility work and finances, 

choosing instead to focus on this work once the production is financially stable (as is the 

case with Broadway) or until there are greater grant funds available, as discussed with 

ASC’s student-focused programming. 

 COVID has shown that institutions can make productions and paratheatrical work 

accessible digitally and have chosen not to previously. Going forward, institutions need 

to continue working towards this. Yes, it poses issues with union agreements but at least 

in terms of education and paratheatrical work, it is possible. Any accessibility offered for 

performances, such as interpreters or captions, should be offered for educational and 

 
334 Yates 304. 
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paratheatrical programming. Spend the money. As I discussed with paratheatrical and 

educational programming, making events accessible can be tough due to limited funds. 

However, staff recognize this and consistently make the choice to provide programming 

to more able-bodied people rather than spending the money on access.  

Another actionable step is to do an accessibility audit. Partner with local disability 

advocates to find out what they think is missing in the institution’s culture and approach 

to accessibility. Ask audience members, subscribers, and community members what they 

would like to see offered at the theatre in terms of access. After the initial audit, 

implement this work into strategic plans and allocate proper budget lines. Accessibility 

work needs to be continuous and needs to become a part of each institution’s values 

internally. I’d also like to echo Ryan Haddad’s call to hire disabled actors, activists, and 

scholars and to value their work and input throughout the season, not just when the 

theatre is producing a show featuring a disabled character.335 

Beyond what should be baseline accommodations, theatres can expand 

accessibility by increasing digital access. Chicago Shakespeare, The Public, and 

Shakespeare Theatre Company have all either live-streamed or recorded paratheatrical 

events- by allowing audiences to encounter these events digitally with transcripts, each 

theatre increased its reach and accessibility. In addition, theatres can look to the work 

happening at places like Chicago Shakespeare, where innovative accessibility 

programming has been successfully implemented in order to create new programs that 

aim to lengthen the theatrical event for all audiences, including those with disabilities. 

 
335 Ryan Haddad. “The Disability Scorecard: Are You Doing a Panel, or Actually Doing Something?” American Theatre, August 28, 
2020. 
https://www.americantheatre.org/2020/08/28/the-disability-scorecard-are-you-doing-a-panel-or-actually-doing-something/  
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Furthermore, creating more robust archives of accessible material available to the public 

will help bolster this work.  

Like the suggestions for making programming more accessible, the archival 

suggestions pertain to every theatre and program discussed in this project. As I’ve argued 

throughout this dissertation, there is a rich history of engagement and education at each 

of these theatres, most of which is inaccessible to those outside of the institution. Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival does have an archive, open to researchers, and The Public’s backlog 

of papers are in the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts yet there is a huge 

amount of helpful information that never makes it into these archives, even when they do 

exist. As multiple staff stated in interviews, most teaching artist evaluations and 

curriculum are deleted digitally after five years, as the information is no longer deemed 

necessary. The history of engagement and theatre education programming in the US is 

full of gaps and reframing how theatres collect and save information like evaluations, 

surveys, curriculum, handouts, grant proposals, and budget breakdowns would go a long 

way to helping fill in these holes in the archive. Not only should theatres think through 

what staff save, how they save it, and for what purpose but also how going through these 

materials the theatre’s past can help them grapple with current problems. In addition, 

allowing researchers access to such archived material would help create a fuller picture of 

how Shakespeare functions in the United States. Much of this material is sitting in boxes, 

filing cabinets, and digital computer folders, so working with researchers to organize, 

collate, and archive this information would be a major undertaking. However, particularly 

with the help of institutions like the NYPL or The Folger, doing so would result in a 

significant addition to the history of theatre, education, media, and Shakespeare in the 
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United States and could affect research projects and public programming for decades to 

come.  

 In writing this dissertation, I have been concerned with the very real systems that 

perpetuate harmful narratives regarding Shakespeare and how and why theatre staff cling 

to specific ideas of his worth in order to maintain programming and funding at theatres 

within the United States. I’ve intentionally ended this project with actionable steps 

because I find that too often academics point to flaws without offering ways to address 

them. Admittedly, I am biased. I am a theatre practitioner and administrator, as well as a 

critic and academic. I have worked on educational Shakespeare tours as a teaching artist, 

have stage managed Shakespeare productions, have taught countless workshops to 

students from ages 6 to 22 regarding his plays and theatre as a craft. I work at a nonprofit 

theatre down the street from Shakespeare Theatre Company currently. Many of my 

closest friends are theatre administrators who actively write grants in order to fund 

programs featuring Shakespeare. It is because of this dual experience that I am able to 

hold both the overwhelming issues present within the nonprofit theatre industry and 

Shakespeare’s place in US society and the hope that given the right resources, theatre 

administrators, artists, and scholars can work together to tackle them. In each and every 

one of the interviews I conducted, I spoke with caring, talented theatre workers who 

deeply care about the state of theatre and the work they do, who also recognize the 

constraints the system currently places on them. Staff at Shakespeare institutions are 

ready and willing to do the work, they just aren’t sure how to tackle the issues (which are 

systemic) and they aren’t given the resources to begin doing so within their own 

institutions. Particularly after the events of 2020, it will be vital that Shakespeare 
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institutions take stock of how staff and artists speak about and use Shakespeare as a 

marketing, educational, and fundraising tool and how the institution can facilitate 

meaningful, likely hard dialogue with each other, audiences, and community members in 

order to decenter Shakespeare as a universal figure and to reassess what it means to be a 

Shakespeare institution in the 21st century. This means devoting time and resources to 

recruiting diverse staff, guest speakers, and artists and to supporting them in their work. I 

truly believe that if institutions funded and trusted staff, the change in programming, 

audience response, and, most importantly, community trust would be staggering. 
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