
Discipline makes things easier.  
Plan your work. Work your plan.  

-Dead Prez 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H E AR D S OM E  
G O O D THI NG S   

FROM S OM E FR I E N D S  
A B O U T CHI CAG O 

If you’re holding this, you very likely know 
what it is and what it’s for. But in case it gets 
separated from its context someday (as books 
sometimes do): you’re holding a field guide 
for producing Oldschool Shakespeare. It’s 
based on the work of the Back Room 
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Shakespeare Project, which started in Chicago 
in 2011.  

This is volume 2 of a 2 volume set about 
t h e P l a y h o u s e s t y l e o f p e r f o r m i n g 
Shakespeare: serious actors, no director, one 
rehearsal, at a bar: closer, probably, to how the 
Elizabethans liked their theatre.  

Volume 1 is called Loveletters. It’s a lot of 
flame-tested advice from actors who have 
gone before you in this work on how to 
survive and thrive in the playhouse that this 
field guide teaches you how to create.  

The two volume set is itself a followup to 
another book, My Life with the Shakespeare 

Cult, which is basically a lot of propaganda 
about why this kind of work should be done at 
all. You can get replacements for all three at 
samuelmtaylor.com/the-little-books 

If you produce using this handbook (and I 
hope you do!), the Project kindly asks you to 
call yourselves something that cannot be 
confused with the Back Room Shakespeare 
Project. 

If you feel like what you are doing is 
substantially based on this book (say, 75%?), 
and if you feel moved to mention us in some 
way, we would be profoundly honored if you 
would consider briefly toasting the Back 
Room Shakespeare Project at your first few 
shows. Only until you feel like you’ve 
outgrown it. 

ii



This field guide begins with a broad 
overview of the process. Then it defines some 
terms and sets some expectations regarding 
who does what. Then it gets into the detailed 
how to. It ends with a coda, which explains 
itself. It’s best to get familiar with the whole 
guide, and then use it lightly, as a reference. 
Some of it may not even make total sense 
until you’ve at least readthrough the day-of 
section, starting on p. 83. 

This guide may not be exactly bulletproof, 
but it has always gotten us through grinning 
— through blood perhaps, but grinning 
nonetheless. You can count on it.  

But just as playwrighting is an act deeply 
rooted in the theatre for which it is intended, 
so too producing is an act deeply rooted in the 
community for which it is intended. And this 
guide is only a description, just an observation 
of what the Back Room Shakespeare Project 
been doing since 2011. It cannot possibly 
address the specific challenges you will face. 
Anyway the thrill of victory and the sting of 
defeat are the best teachers. God knows they 
were ours. 

So if the process described in this book for a 
moment becomes somehow more precious 
than the actual community you are in, the 
actual process you need, it’s time to give this 
guide to someone else who can use it. Failing 
that, burn it.  
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In short, I will be honored and thrilled if 
this guide proves reliable, but don’t get too 
reliant on it.  

Rely on your self.  
Most of all, rely on love.  
The whole thing runs on love.  

-Samuel McClure Taylor 
Chicago, 2019  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PART THR EE:   
F IE LD G UID E 





W E D O I T  D I F F ER E NT  
O N TH E  THIR D COAST 

BIG PICTURE: 

1: You make a plan: the play, the venue, the 
dates, the fights, etc. You write it all down. 
You get or do a cutting. You cast it.  

2: You have a fun readthrough where you talk 
about details, values, and what will make the 
whole thing work.  
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3: Everyone checks in regularly. Everyone 
solves their own problems.  

4: You have a tight rehearsal: a short 
production meeting, and then you run the 
play — off book, fast, without stopping. 
Everyone identifies problems as they happen, 
solving them chaotically after the run. 

5: You show up on the day and you corral the 
chaos into a strong container. You step into 
the fear. 

This guide uses some odd terms that bear 
some explanation. The key terms are defined 
at the outset of the field guide.  

Many are whimsically nautical. The Project 
needed a word for someone who was in charge, 
but wasn’t a director. So we chose Captain. It 
was fun, and the pattern stuck. First Mate, 

Engineer, Charters, Privateers… In the 
Project, we think of outsiders who use this 
guide to make their own work as Pirates. So 
you’re a pirate captain. Congratulations! 

This guide does not begin to get into how to 
govern your outfit: who makes big decisions 
and how, how you deal with money, who 
speaks on your behalf, whether you legally 
exist… etc. They’re worthwhile questions, but 
well beyond the scope of this book.  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PLAYERS 

The players are in charge of the play.  

The Player is the primary artist. Nothing 
should come between her, the play, and the 
audience. She has creative control over her 
own parts, no exceptions.  

This can and should include ideas far bigger 
than an actor is generally allowed to have — 
ideas typically relegated to ‘design’.  

In her charge (at minimum): 
• her lines 
• her costumes & props 
• her process 
• asking for the help she needs 

Not in her charge: 

• telling anyone else what to do or how to 
act  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BRIDGE CREW 

The Bridge Crew is anyone on logistical 
leadership. First Mate, Captain, Engineer, 
(maybe certain Privateers?), etc.  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FIRST MATE 

The First Mate sets the Captain up for Success.  

The First Mate supervises and supports the 
Captain.  

In her charge, to do or delegate: 

• collecting script changes 
• providing prompt script 
• checking in at least once a week 
• identifying problems the Captain is missing 
• follow-up & follow-through on problems 

The First Mate is listed first (and not the 
Captain) because it’s better to think of the 
First as supervising the Captain, not assisting 
them. It’s better for the more senior veteran 
to be the First, not the Captain. It’s easier to 
teach someone how to Captain than it is to 
Captain and teach someone how to First 
Mate at the same time.  

The First Mate does not wait around for the 
Captain to ask for help. Without a good First 
Mate, a Captain gets lazy, lonely, overworked, 
and dictatorial.  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CAPTAIN 

The Captain sets the Players up for success.  

The Captain is in charge.  
The Captain is not a director.  

In her charge, to do or delegate:  

• the big picture 
• drafting the Charter 
• how the group uses time 
• first draft of the cutting 
• casting 
• making decisions 
• a lot of miscellaneous bullshit  

Not in her charge: 

• anyone else’s creative choices 
• the script (after the first cutting) 

It’s a big job, but it’s very rewarding.  

The tendency is for the Captain to get 
overworked and take over everything. Tragic. 
She should delegate everything she can.  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PAGES OMITTED FROM PREVIEW… 
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Plan Your Work.  

CUT THE PLAY    31 

10 WEEKS TO GO 
Charter & Cutting Complete  33 
Bridge Crew Meeting  33 

9 WEEKS TO GO 

INVITATION EMAIL    35 

8 WEEKS TO GO 

CAST THE PLAY    37 

WELCOME EMAIL    39 

7 WEEKS TO GO  

READTHROUGH    41 

Overview   41 
Meet & Greet   41 
Go Over The Golden Rule  43 
Production Meeting  45 
Readthrough   45 
More Production Meeting  47 
Constructive Chaos  47 
Bridge Crew Check-Ins  47 
Between Read & Rehearsal  49 

VENUE DETAILS    51 

VENUE RELATIONS    53 

PROMOTIONS    55 

Flier    55 
Website   55 
Social Media Hustle  55 
Email    55  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PAGES OMITTED FROM PREVIEW…  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—> The matching advice has a matching 
mark, and lives under a dotted line. When 
possible, it’s directly across. 

—>> See? Like footnotes, but sideways. 

This way everything important is in one place, 
and all my stupid advice is out of your way. 

Also, there’s a lot of room for you to write 
your own advice to yourself.  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On Format 

From here on, the important stuff is on the 
right: what nerds call the recto pages. Notes 
and advice about that stuff is on the left: what 
nerds call the verso pages.  

Some of the left-page advice is general, about 
the topic on the right. Some of it is specific to 
certain things.  

Specific advice is marked like this: <— 

And like this. <<— 

The week-markers at the tops of some pages 
are good benchmarks, but by no means 
prescriptive. 
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When cutting, be especially observant of a few 
things unique to the playhouse process: 

• Don’t cut stage directions.  
Actors who don’t cross-reference the 
complete text can’t know what isn’t in 
their text. Keep: “My lord, a word in 
private?” or “Take this letter,” etc. Exits 
are surprisingly easy to accidentally cut.  

• Don’t cut plot.  
You aren’t going to tell something visually. 
Keep lines that make events happen.  

• If you cut plot, really cut it.  
You can lift out entire tracks pretty well. 
We cut the entire rebellion from our 
second performance of HIV 1 & 2; it all 
happened offstage, and we focused on the 
Hal/Henry/Falstaff relationships. If you 
do this, be thorough: it’s no one’s job to 
check that kind of work. 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CUT THE PLAY 

13,000 words is a good length for a play in a 
bar: about 100 minutes in performance. A 
good rough formula (and benchmark for 
velocity) is about 140 words per minute for 
tragedies and histories, 130 for comedies.  

It can be very helpful to have a Cartography 
Privateer, in charge of the first draft of the 
cutting.  

T h e r e i s a l i b r a r y o f c u t t i n g s a t 
backroomshakespeare.com/cuttings — feel free 
to use these, either as is or as a starting place. 
Some are of better quality than others.  
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It’s tempting to think you only need 3-4 weeks 
to make a play. Maybe. Also stressful. 7-10 
weeks gives you time to think about what 
you’re doing.  
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10 WEEKS TO GO 

CHARTER & CUTTING COMPLETE 

Anything that was left vague in the charter, 
get cracking on it now.  

BRIDGE CREW MEETING 

In person. Talk it all through. Ask every 
question. Decide who is in charge of what and 
how you’re going to communicate.  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PAGES OMITTED FROM PREVIEW…  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In general:  
Genuine chaos (if properly contained) is 
helpful. Go off road if it helps.  

Breathe. Take care of your animal. (See p. 110, 
vol. 1.) 

—> Talk to the bar staff personally.  

Introduce the manager to someone to come 
to with problems or questions after the play 
starts. Don’t make it you or the Prompter. 

Talk to Servers. Let them know that it’s not 
just okay, but helpful for them to walk 
through the space: it will make the audience 
feel more comfortable getting up to get drinks 
or use the restroom. 

Talk to Bartenders re: noise, etc. (Can you 
shake mixed drinks behind something? Wrap 
it with a towel? 
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DAY OF 

AT TH E  BAR 

GET YOUR HEAD RIGHT 

Give yourself a half hour in the space with the 
Bridge Crew before actors arrive.  

Before the whole crew gets there 
• Check in with Bridge Crew 
• Check in with the Venue manager.  
• Brief the staff on what to expect. <— 
• Set up a tab. 
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PAGES OMITTED FROM PREVIEW….  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W HAT W E TA LK 
AB O U T  

W HEN W E TA LK 
AB O U T 

SHA K ES PEAR E  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This is the last oldschool blueprint I have to 
give you, my last loveletter to you. I put it at 
the back of the field guide so that it would 
always be the easiest thing to reference in the 
field.  

It’s a kind of secret decoder ring for what we 
talk about when we talk about the values and 
rules, and why we talk about the elements when 
we do.  

The values and rules have always been the 
hooks on which we hang our tools and dreams. 
That is where the elements belong: now hung 
on one hook, now on another; now used for 
one purpose, now for another; now meaning 
one thing, now another.  

I hope this last loveletter/blueprint will help 
you and your crew to have complex and 
meaningful conversations about what you are 
trying to do, and why you are trying at all.  

I hope it will help you build your own 
Shakespeare cult, and I hope that cult can 
become your home, as mine has.  

Page numbers given refer to vol. 1. 

May you always laugh long and draw blood.  

26



SERIOUS ACTORS 

B E O F F B O O K FO R TH E R E H E A R SA L. 32 

D O IT LI K E YO U M E AN IT.   179 

D O YO U R WO R K.   2 2 

D O N’T GE T D RU N K.   175 

D O N’T D R IN K B E FO R E YO U F I GHT. E V E R.  17 7 

D O N’T WASTE TH E R E H E A R SA L.  33 

GO HA R D.    178 

LE A R N HOW TO T RU ST TH E TE XT. 9 7 

MO D E R NI Z E J U D I CI O U S LY.  102 

P LAY TH E AU D I E N C E. D O N’T GE T P LAY E D.  14 6 

R E A D YO U R E M A I LS.   2 3 

S C R E W U P E A R LY. S C R E W D OW N LATE R. 165 

STAY O F F TH E PA IN M E D I CATI O N.   145 

STE P INTO TH E F E A R.    18 0 

SW E A R LI K E YO U M E AN IT.   105  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NO DIRECTOR 

AS K FO R W HAT YO U N E E D.  2 9 

B E A B O DY.    52 

B E N D TOWA R D S J U STI C E.  12 3 

D O W HAT YO U SAY YO U D O.  155 

D O N’T TE L L AN YO N E W HAT TO D O.  2 8  

FO L LOW YO U R LE A D E R.   17 1  

M A K E IT A GA M E.    4 8 

P LAY TH E F U N CTI O N.   15 7 

SHOW U P W ITH YO U R P O C K E TS F U L L.  35 

TE L L YO U R P I EC E O F TH E STO RY.  159 

U S E D ISTAN C E TO M A K E INTI M ACY.  15 0 

Y E S M E ANS Y E S.   3 0 
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