
I want conflict, I want dissent! 
I want the scene to represent 
our hatred of authority, 
our fight against complacency. 

When did punk rock become so tame? 

-NOFX 
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W HAT W E  
WOR K FOR 

You hold in your hands a complete guide for 
making Shakespeare right: in bars, with no director, 
and only one rehearsal.  

It’s your basic square peg/round hole problem: to 
put one of Shakespeare’s plays in a modern theatre, 
you have to round off the corners. I believe that the 
corners so cut off are not incidental. They mattered 
to Shakespeare. They matter to me.  

Shakespeare wasn’t just a good writer, but a good 
playwright. Playwrighting is an act fundamentally 
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rooted in the theatre for which it is intended — and 
Shakespeare’s theatre was a goddamn madhouse. The 
actors barely rehearsed and had no director. They 
maybe never read the whole play. The audience was 
sweaty, drinking, loud; the event, public, social, 
unpredictable. The line between audience and stage 
was hazy at best.  

If Shakespeare were to find himself in a modern 
Conventional Shakespeare Theatre, trying to 
produce the kind of wild event he knew, he would 
find the entire theatre’s apparatus against him: the 
lights, the sound, the structure of the creative 
process, the expectations of the audience — all 
working together to pour one director’s artistic 
vision through a well-designed funnel into the eyes 
and ears of a docile audience, sitting in the dark.  

None of that would be familiar to Shakespeare; 
precious little of it, helpful.  

The kind of event that Shakespeare wrote for is 
flat out amazing, and it should be made because it is 
amazing: for its own sake, not just as a good 
showcase for the words (though it is that). It is 
complex but unpredictable, public but intimate, and 
extraordinarily reliable. 

You can have the Shakespeare that Shakespeare 
intended. You can build that madhouse. You’ll need a 
blueprint and a hammer — not only to build, but 
also to tear down all the modern crap in your way. 
This book is the blueprint; your heart, the hammer. 
If your experience is anything like mine, you’ll be 
downright amazed at what you can destroy with just 
a hammer — and at what you can build, too.  
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This book is based on the work of the Back Room 
Shakespeare Project, which began in Chicago in 2011. 
Some of it is oldschool, ripped off from Shakespeare: 
what we know about his company from scholarship 
and such. Some of it is what we have made ourselves, 
what we have learned by working for most of a decade 
along the lines established by the Elizabethan 
playhouses.  

Reach past the words Shakespeare wrote to the 
purpose he wrote them for. Use the old blueprints, 
serve the old priorities — because the words are not 
the plays; the plays happened in the playhouses. 
That’s what matters. Get past the words that were 
written to the play that was intended.  

Godspeed. May your grip be strong, your tools be 
sharp; and may you always laugh long and draw 
blood. 

-Samuel McClure Taylor 
Chicago, 2019 
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TH E MOV EM E NT  
 LOV E S  YO U 

A lot of people are building just such oldschool 
playhouses these days. More crop up all the time, but 
a partial list might include: 
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In Chicago 

• the Back Room Shakespeare Project  
• Unrehearsed Shakespeare  

In Dallas 

• Shakespeare in the Bar 
In Georgia 

• Shakespeare on Draught 
In Denver 

• Shakesbeer 
In the Twin Cities 

• BARd 
In NYC 

• the Back Room Shakespeare Project 
In Jersey 

• Basement Shakes 
In DC 

• Bootleg Shakespeare 
In New Mexico 

• Bard Crawl 
In LA 

• the Back Room Shakespeare Project 
• bS Theater 

In Utah 

• Grassroots Shakespeare 
In Pittsburg 

• Unrehearsed Shakespeare 
In Rhode Island 

• Toil & Trouble Shakespeare Project 
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As I see it, we all share four hallmarks: 

1: We take Shakespeare seriously.  
2: The actors are improvising. 
3: The audience is a player in the game. 
4: There’s beer. 

I think of this collection of beautiful maniacs as a 
movement: the most lively and interesting thing 
happening to Shakespeare in the States. Does that go 
too far? I don’t know. Show me a different list of 
young Shakespeareans working in some other loosely 
related style; show me a list as radical, as disciplined, 
as diverse, and we’ll talk.  

It’s not Original Practices or First Folio Cuescript 

Technique, though it is related. Many of the folks 
who pioneered that style are still doing excellent 
work. Go see the ASC in Staunton, VA if you can, 
and pour one out for the OSC in London. Read Neil 
Freeman and learn. Those folks are among my 
heroes. But this movement is nonetheless different.  

Original Practices opens up a time-portal to visit 
the puffy-shirted Globe circa 1602 (but comfortable, 
and dear God, safer).  

Whatever-you-call-it opens the portal, kidnaps 
some of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, gives them a 
smartphone and a drink, and asks them how to run 
the joint. It’s a playhouse built out of modern 
materials, using tools, blueprints and priorities that 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries had.  

The movement is in a rare and precious state of 
becoming. It has spread nationwide but hasn’t yet 
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infiltrated into the capital-L Legitimate theatre. It 
doesn’t have a name.  

It needs one.  
The right name would identify the Elizabethan 

playhouse as the foundation of the style, but it also 
wouldn’t be embarrassing to say around strangers 
who don’t (for example) care what historicist 
dramaturgy might or might not be. It would feel like 
the bars where the movement began, but it would let 
us walk into universities and Legitimate theatres 
without sounding like street urchins. That’s too 
much code switching for one lonesome phrase, so 
I’ve decided the hell with it, I’m just going to give 
one set of ideas two names:  

Playhouse Shakespeare is one.  
Oldschool Shakespeare is the other.  

The names are different outfits for the same idea: 
Playhouse is formalwear, Oldschool is streetwear. One 
sounds passably academic, and the other is less 
embarrassing to say in public. They both, I hope, 
point accusingly at the distance between the buck-
wild blueprints of the Elizabethans and the 
excruciatingly tame blueprints of our conventional 
modern theatres. 

I hope Playhouse will stand up to a University 
smell-test. (I’m looking at you professors with 
skeptical department chairs.)  

I hope Oldschool will stand up to a barroom smell-
test. (I’m looking at you punks & blackguards 
actually running the joint.) 
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I know: you don’t just name a movement, and if 
you do, you certainly don’t g ive it two 
interchangeable names. But I flat refuse to walk 
around without a shorthand for the better part of 
another decade; it’s absurd. You call it what you 
want. Playhouse and Oldschool are the names I’m 
going to use, depending on the forum. Or the joint. I 
might even call it Oldschool Playhouse, if it’s a jointy 
kind of forum. I’ll use them more or less 
interchangeably in this book.  

This is the second book bitten out of the 
hardworking hide of the Back Room Shakespeare 
Project, the Oldschool outfit I helped start in 
Chicago back in 2011, and it might go down best if 
paired with the first. I won’t dwell on that book, but 
perhaps a small Previously On… segment is not out of 
order. The first little book, My Life With the 

Shakespeare Cult, is essentially a loveletter to the 
Project: propagandistic, longing, lots of swears.  It 1

asks you to fall in love with the argument made in 
this introduction. Namely: 

1: Shakespeare is often bad.  
2: It’s bad because we’re blindly jamming old plays 

into modern theatres.  
3: We can do better.  
4: We do it by serving not just the words that were 

written but the play that was intended. 

 Available at samuelmtaylor.com/the-little-books
1
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The work it argues for has four rules:  
 Serious Actors 
 No Director 
 One Rehearsal 
 At a Bar 

And six values:  
 Clarity 
 Velocity 
 Authenticity 
 Courage 
 Generosity 
 Actuality 

That first book was intended as a substitute for 
getting into an unexpectedly serious conversation 
about Shakespeare over a handful of whiskeys. It’s 
about why we must do the plays differently, why they 
work when we do, and why a social atmosphere helps 
them to work towards justice. 

This book is intended as a substitute for the long 
series of coffee dates that might follow the whiskey. 
This book is about how: how to make an Oldschool 
Shakespearean Playhouse of your own, how to thrive 
in it once you have built it, and how to bend the play 
and the bar towards justice.  

As of writing in 2019, the Project is now eight and 
a half years old and has upwards of 60 productions 
under our belts in Chicago, upwards of a dozen in 
NYC, and a miscellaneous grab-bag of tour shows. 
We’ve coached a dozen Oldschool theatre outfits 
into existence (some of them still around, others 
not). In short, we’ve done about as much Playhouse 
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work as anyone since the rat bastard Puritans actually 
closed the playhouses in 1642. I mention these bona 
fides to make two things clear: 

One: this is not the advice of a director. It is the 
advice of a community of actors, and all of it was 
learned the hard way: in front of an audience in a bar. 
This, I believe, separates us quite strongly from other 
similar advice out there. 

Two: this book only exists because that 
community is violently allergic to authority in all 
forms. With no directors and very shaky central 
leadership, we cannot rely on an artistic director to, 
as we say, keep the water out of the whiskey. We have 
had to rely on systems instead. Patterns. Blueprints. 

I’m writing it all down with the blessing of the 
Project’s leadership, but the work belongs to the 
people who do it, not just to me. And if you do it, it 
belongs to you. 

A note on text: I have used the first folio of 1623 
for my textual references. If this is your first rodeo 
with the folio, a little context: Shakespeare wrote 
before any such thing as a dictionary existed, for 
directorless actors to interpret very quickly, not for 
readers to study at great length. As such, its spelling 
and capitalization is a rotten mess grammatically, 
but instructive in other ways.  

This is a whole sub-religion in Shakespeare 
circles, and not really why I use it. I use it because it 
has jagged edges where modern editions do not, and I 
distrust anything that rounds off the corners of 
Shakespeare’s work.  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This book is in two volumes, and three parts. You 
can read the parts in any order.  

Part One (Vol. 1: Elements of the Style) is advice 
from the players: how to approach the text, how to 
rehearse, and how to stand naked in front of an 
audience with Shakespeare’s words in one hand, 
nothing in the other, lighting yourself on fire.  

Part Two (Vol. 1: Loveletters) is a series of 
loveletters from the trenches: interviews with the 
actors who have kept the fires bright for eight years. 
They are loose and rangy, giving different portraits of 
different people who care about the same things in 
different ways. They contradict one another, like 
people do.  

Part Three (Vol. 2: Field Guide) is a field guide 
for building your own Shakespeare cult. It will help 
you structure and run an Oldschool process that will 
work for Shakespeare. It’s adapted from the field 
guide the Project hands to all our Captains. I hope 
the field guide is complete enough to be useful, and 
also incomplete enough to be useful: because a good 
tool can be used for many things.  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The briefest flyby of the process detailed in the 
Field Guide may be instructive at the outset of the 
Elements and Loveletters: 

1. One read-through/production meeting. 
2. Weekly check-ins.  
3. One rehearsal: off book, no stopping. 
4. Do the play in a bar.  

If you would rather not work with that process, if 
you think bars are bad places for plays, if you’d like to 
work on a stage, with a director (or as a director), I 
still hope that these blueprints and this advice can 
help you. I hope it with desperate strength. 

This work comes out of the camps of the 
barbarians at the gates of the conventional 
Shakespearean establishment. If you are a director, 
an artistic director, or a teacher from that 
establishment, you may feel attacked. Please — listen 
harder. We are singing to you: open the gates. Learn 
our customs. Though we come with axe and torch, 
we are a loving people, and these are our gifts. Make a 
place for us in your city. Let us show you what we 
know. 

xiii


	WHAT WE  WORK FOR
	THE MOVEMENT  LOVES YOU

