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A high school English 
teacher and Shakespeare 
Troupe director shows how 
she’s developed her 
students’ excitement 
during 20 years of 
dramatic performances.

Susan C. Biondo-Hench

Shakespeare Troupe: 
An Adventure in Words, 
Fluid Text, and Comedy

existed again once the last performance was com-
plete, even if some kind soul had fi lmed it and 
posted clips of it on YouTube. Video always fl at-
tened out the magic. But in the here and now the 
impossible was happening: A production was com-
ing back to life—at least part of it. Interspersed 
among Bethany and Becca’s voices were the voices of 
other students—some who were currently in the 
troupe, some who had graduated years back as Beth-
any and Becca had, and some who had just gradu-
ated last year. I was transfi xed by this blending of 
time. Though Shakespeare calls time a tyrant, tak-
ing beauty, people, and love from us, for that mo-
ment, the tyrant was my friend, and I was content. 

Though classroom time is an adventure of its 
own, it is when working with the Carlisle High 
School Shakespeare Troupe, an extracurricular act-
ing company, that I most consistently and happily 
experience this illusion of indefi nite time. I’ve been 
working steadily with the troupe since the fall of 
1984, and we’ve produced a variety of scenes and 
shortened versions of the plays. Through trial and 
error, success and failure, a troupe philosophy has 
emerged: If we hold to our core beliefs in the pri-
macy of the words, the fl uid nature of the text, and 
the power of comedy, we are in line for a most ex-
cellent adventure. 

Even though it was the fi rst offi cial day of winter 
break, 20-plus past and present members of the 
Shakespeare Troupe and I were sitting on the fl oor 
in the school auditorium. It had been their idea, not 
mine, to have a read-through of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (MND) during vacation in prepara-
tion for our spring production. It had been their 
idea as well to post the event on Facebook so that 
former troupe members could attend. Throughout 
that session I sat listening, intent, as Bethany and 
Becca, two graduates, traded voices as Helena and 
Hermia. I was tired beyond words and ready for a 
breather from all things school, but as the scene 
started to fl ow, once again I was able to observe and 
to experience Shakespeare’s transformative power, 
the power that emerges when students are offered 
performance-based opportunities. I closed my eyes 
and replayed the scene as these two young women 
had performed it four years earlier. For a brief mo-
ment in time on a day when I should have been out 
Christmas shopping, the voices of productions past 
were playing lost scenes for me. 

A friend of mine and I had talked about art 
several months before this meeting. I told her I en-
vied her her poetry because, once written, it was al-
ways hers, even after a piece was published. The 
plays I helped my students produce, however, never 

Prologue:  “What Visions I Have Seen!”
Helena:  . . . O, teach me how you look, and with what art
 You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart.
Hermia:  I frown upon him, yet he loves me still.
Helena:  O that your frowns would teach my smiles such skill!
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Act 1: The Words

My love affair with words began in earnest when I 
fi rst worked with the students and performance. I 
was a newbie to this theater stuff. I had had the 
good fortune, however, to attend the fi rst Teaching 
Shakespeare Institute at the Folger Shakespeare Li-
brary, so I did have an essential tool of Three-Di-
mensional Shakespeare—Michael Tolaydo’s essay in 
which he outlines a basic approach to putting a 
Shakespeare scene on its feet with students (fi rst 
volume of Shakespeare Set Free: Teaching Romeo and 
Juliet, Macbeth, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
27–34). 

I think that this ap-
proach and, perhaps, my 
lack of experience were a 
gift. So uncertain was I 
about how to direct that I 
was forced to rely on what 
I’ve come to understand 
are the two most essential 
ingredients—the words 
themselves and the stu-
dents. The few students 
who were a part of my fi rst troupe were patient with 
me, and together we made sense of it all, at least for 
ourselves. Our only performances that year were at 
a 20-minute, informal, after-school event for ador-
ing parents and at a Shakespeare workshop for 
teachers. We knew we had much to learn, but we 
had begun to lose ourselves in the words. 

Several years later, as I settled into an annual 
rhythm of producing a spring show with the stu-
dents, I became ambitious. We had an outstanding 
cast. Our costumes, blocking, and dancing were 
top -notch. We were well received by our friends 
and family audience. Still, I somehow found myself 
feeling defl ated at the end of the performances, and 
I wasn’t sure why. I never said anything to the stu-
dents. It was my husband who fi nally solved the 
mystery. “You misplaced your priorities. You didn’t 
spend enough time on the words,” he said. And he 
was right. The words are the most important part. 
Not the characters, not the scene, not the play. 

From that point on, no matter how excited 
my students or I became about our design concept 
or blocking or characters, the focus of every re-
hearsal session was “words fi rst.” Even though I 
could tell the actors didn’t quite get my obsession, 

they quietly went along for the ride, humoring me 
by suppressing their eagerness to get on stage. 
Early sessions involved studying words. Before we 
started to role-play and to sketch in the physical 
blocking of a scene, we read through the passage 
with a variety of texts and sources around us. We 
defi ned words; we double-checked glosses; we re-
searched images and tried to resolve what I call 
“burning questions”; we pushed for clarity. We 
were all accountable. Once a scene was on its feet, 
if I sensed a point of vagueness or a sense of uncer-
tainty about a word, phrase, or line, I’d stop and 
we’d pursue meaning. Sometimes it was the stu-
dents who stopped the scene. No word was too 
small or too insignifi cant. 

And then I started to develop a sense of ex-
pectancy about Shakespeare’s powerful use of words. 
The seeds of expectancy had been planted during a 
memorable lecture by Stephen Booth. I’ll never for-
get watching as Booth traced a ladder of words in 
several passages of Shakespeare. All of a sudden I 
began to understand that while those iambic lines 
were working to make their collective meaning, in-
dividual words were fl oating to the surface in pat-
terns that began to make their own meanings, 
meanings that were parallel to, intertwined with, 
and metaphoric for a larger whole. I began to ex-
plore the possibilities—fi re in Julius Caesar, moon in 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, night in Romeo and Ju-
liet. Spiderwebs of words began to spin themselves 
throughout the plays, forming poems of their own. 

One of my favorites is the use of the word 
night in Romeo and Juliet. As Juliet eagerly waits for 
Romeo to come to her bedroom for the consumma-
tion of their marriage vows, the word night morphs 
throughout the passage. At times it means evening, 
as when Juliet laments how slowly time is passing 
and commands the horses that draw the sun-god’s 
chariot to take away the sun and “bring in cloudy 
night immediately” (3.2.4). Later, when the night 
is described as having a “close curtain” (3.2.5), the 
image means privacy and secrecy, setting up the sex-
ual intimacy anticipated in the next image of the 
evening as “love-performing night” (3.2.5). At the 
midpoint of the soliloquy, Juliet implores, “Come, 
night; come, Romeo, come, thou day in night” 
(3.2.17), not simply equating him to night but ac-
tually setting him as the jewel of the darkness, 
echoing his earlier musings of Juliet “As a rich 
jewel in an Ethiop’s ear” (1.5.46). It is not that her 
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love for Romeo fades in unrelenting daylight; it is 
that she can only fully possess him, fully know him, 
and fully be with him in the intimacy and privacy 
of their secret lovemaking, away from the glare of 
the feud. Thus the images of night come to stand 
for Romeo and for the consummation of their rela-
tionship, literally and fi guratively. 

At the end of the scene, after she hears of Ro-
meo’s impending banishment and despairs of ever 
seeing him again, she asks the nurse to “Give this 
ring to my true knight” (3.2.142). Here her use of 
the word knight continues the earlier wordplay, but 
the addition of the letter k takes the word out of the 
context of their union and into the realm of feudal 
confl ict. The language in Juliet’s night speech gives 
the scene the power of foreplay and the anticipation 
of climax but then suddenly leaves it impotent. 
Words are sexy.

Perhaps one of the best paths I’ve discovered 
for additional close textual study involves the power 
of movement exercises that emphasize how “each 
word is an action, both in terms of the movement 
in the mouth, and in terms of our decision to speak” 
(Berry 7). Speaking Shakespeare by Patsy Rodenburg, 
From Word to Play: A Handbook for Directors by Ci-
cely Berry, and acting workshops led by Caleen Jen-
nings at the Folger Shakespeare Library’s Teaching 
Shakespeare Institute have given me new tools to 
unlock meaning, and now some of the students’ 
best close reading occurs when they are on their feet 
because “sound, the movement of language, and its 
very thought structure must be felt in the body, or 
we will not get to the centre of the play” (Berry 
6–7). I have the students speak passages aloud in a 
variety of ways—emphasizing only verbs, empha-
sizing only vowels, emphasizing only pronouns—to 
reveal energy, emotion, and direction. I have them 
physicalize every word in a passage to explore in-
stinctive responses. I ask them to walk while speak-
ing the text, changing direction at every mark of 
punctuation to highlight how the thought process 
is or isn’t propelling a character to action. I also ask 
them to lie on their backs as they recite a passage, 
only speaking each word as it forms an image in 
their minds. I remind them that every word has its 
own life with a beginning, a middle, and an end. 
These exercises help the students realize that they 
“will speak, think and feel on the word, the thought, 
the line, not—as most real-life speakers do—pon-
der and then speak or speak and then ponder. 

[Their] existence is in the moment and on the word 
and thought. It fi res through [the] mouth and is 
made real through the word” (Rodenburg 5–6). I 
am indebted to these three infl uential teachers. 

A huge payoff of this awareness is evident 
through our larger performances as our audience 
members are better able to understand the lan-
guage, too. A friend told me that on the way home 
from our production of 
Twelfth Night last year, her 
husband had said, half in 
surprise, “I understood it.” 
My friend, who has been a 
witness to my Shakespeare 
process since the begin-
ning, replied, “That’s be-
cause Sue makes them put 
the words fi rst.” 

Act 2: Fluid Text

In November 2005 I took some students to Eliza-
bethtown College in Pennsylvania to hear Shake-
speare scholar Stephen Greenblatt, author of Will in 
the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare, speak 
about Shakespeare’s life. At the conclusion of the 
presentation, Lindsay, one of my students, raised 
her hand and asked Greenblatt if he thought Shake-
speare knew that his poetry would live beyond him, 
for, as Lindsay noted, Shakespeare believed that 
“Not marble, nor the gilded monuments / Of 
princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme” (Sonnet 
55, 1–2). It was a perfect question, and Greenblatt 
immediately replied, “Yes, but not in the way you 
think.” He then went on to explain that because 
Shakespeare was always borrowing from other au-
thors and was always putting more into his plays 
than could be used in a single performance, he was, 
in a way, inviting us to reimagine his work in new 
ways from the beginning, just as he was doing. 

Over the last 20-odd years, the students and I 
have been reimagining Shakespeare, and a large 
part of that reimagining has involved thinking 
about the plays as fl uid text. We’ve cut many of the 
plays to hour-long versions, inverted the order in 
which we’ve used scenes, worked with scenes from a 
single play, worked with scenes from different plays 
that have been linked by a particular theme, and 
used the sonnets as performance pieces. This type of 
relationship with the text has been freeing. 

Over the last 20-odd 

years, the students and 

I have been reimagining 

Shakespeare, and a large 

part of that reimagining 

has involved thinking 

about the plays as 

fl uid text. 
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the nature of the play and to Shakespeare’s lan-
guage, but instead of feeling overwhelmed by a 
need to make sure the students and I “get it right” 
when I direct, I am liberated. Since nobody knows 
for sure what “right” was or is, I am free to focus on 
doing what is right for my cast and crew and our 
intended audiences, and I try to pass that spirit on 
to my students. 

Peggy O’Brien, former Head of Education at 
the Folger Shakespeare Library, wrote in “What 
About Teaching Shakespeare? Eight Points to Pon-
der” that “There is not a thing that students can do 
to [Shakespeare’s] words that hasn’t already been 
done by an editor, director, publisher, or actor 
somewhere at some time” (15). This observation is 
another great permission slip to embark on the 
Shakespeare fi eld trip. 

Act 3: Comedy

The second time we presented A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, we had developed a 40-minute script, and 
my students were so happy with the way the season 
was progressing that they asked the unthinkable: 
“Can we perform in an assembly?”

I was silent. The thought made me nervous. 
How could I put these students on stage to perform 
Shakespeare in front of their peer group—lambs to 
the slaughter and all that? But they were insistent. 
“Trust us, Mrs. Hench,” Erin, my Titania, reassured 
me. “They’ll love it.”

The closer we got to the date, the more I was 
a perfect mix of terror and excitement. This might 
be great, I thought. We had kept our focus on the 
words throughout rehearsal, and we had some se-
cret weapons—the chemistry between our Titania 
and Oberon and Bobby, our Thisbe. In order to 
make his transition from Flute to Thisbe, he’d pur-
chased a size 44DD bra at the local Kmart and 
stuffed it to capacity. We knew Bobby, or should I 
say Booby, had arrived even before he turned the 
corner, but more importantly, he was hysterically 
funny. Still, high school audiences are notoriously 
fi ckle.

When I arrived at school the morning of the 
assembly, the only other person in the building was 
Clarence, the custodian, and as he opened the dark 
auditorium for me, I was facing my personal mo-
ment of truth. I knew my Shakespeare Troupe got 

Of all of these fl uid-text options, however, the 
one that has been the most infi nitely useful to us 
has been the freedom to cut the text to make sure 
that it suits the needs and abilities of my cast and 
crew, the different forums (assemblies and festivals) 
in which they will perform the text, and the differ-
ent audiences (family, peer group, younger children, 
other performance groups) for whom they will per-
form it. After the students and I read the script and 
discuss our initial reactions to it, we take into con-
sideration our parameters (a 10-minute scene, a 40-
minute production, or an hour-long production) 
and get to work. I have cut text by myself; I have 
cut text with the students; I have let the students 
cut the text without me. Each approach has its time 
and place, though the last two are my favorites. I 
enjoy working with a small team of students to fi nd 
the heart of our production, and I enjoy watching 
the students work through the process on their 
own. Regardless of which format the students and I 
use, we always follow some guiding principles. We 
work to make sure that the cut version makes sense, 
that it tells a complete story, and that it retains key 
lines. We use Shakespeare’s language, not para-
phrases or modern translations. The process lets us 
dig into the text with abandon, and the ability to 
cut and paste text from online sources allows us to 
produce high-quality scripts.

For some, cutting text is blasphemy, but the 
truth is that it is impossible to fi nd a fully autho-
rized text. Robert Weimann in “Playing with a Dif-
ference: Revisiting ‘Pen’ and ‘Voice’ in Shakespeare’s 
Theatre” says that the authorization “of the per-
formed play was by no means contained in the text 
alone” (417). According to Margaret Jane Kidnie in 
“Text, Performance, and the Editors: Staging Shake-
speare’s Drama,” “It seems safe to assume that not 
only the printing-houses but also playwrights and 
actors treated at least one element of the nebentext—
the stage directions—differently: dialogue was usu-
ally committed to paper, while stage directions 
frequently seem to have been oral texts, either con-
veyed to the actors by the playwright verbally or 
sorted out in a collaborative rehearsal space” (461; 
italics in original). The modifi cations made by print-
ers and editors have continued to reshape the plays 
as well. 

This lack of fi xity is “an invitation to play” 
(Kidnie 473). Yes, I am worried about being true to 
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First, the comedy is a movement toward identity, 
which, by the end of the play, fi nds its fulfi llment 
in marriage. A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado 
about Nothing, As You Like It, and Two Gentlemen of 
Verona are all examples of comedies that either end 
just after, in, or in anticipation of a wedding. In 
each of these plays the wedding marks the end of a 
confl ict—either with an unrelenting law, a resent-
ful sibling, a controlling parent, or a jealous rival—
that has necessitated that one or more characters 
retreat from formal society by escaping into a forest 
or by counterfeiting death. 

In the case of Midsummer, As You Like It, and 
Two Gentlemen of Verona, the escaping characters ex-
perience liberation from the law, from the restric-
tions of their societal roles, from their superegos, or 
from their enemies. This escape allows them to ex-
plore and confront relationships, think about life, 
stand up to their opponents, and grow in stature. 
They are then able to return to society, confi dent in 
themselves, in the fulfi llment of their dearest 
wishes, and in their acceptance by others who have 
often followed them into and been transformed by 
the woods as well (Danson 232). Sounds like teen-
agers to me.

David Daniell sums it up thus: “The special 
Shakespearean music sings of two things especially: 
a remarkable widening of the understanding of hu-
manity, and an even more extraordinary deepening 
of the understanding of love, and how that leads to, 
and matures in, marriage” (104). The experience is, 
in a sense, like a Native American vision quest that 
marks the movement of a youth to an adult only 
after the youth has ventured into the wilderness and 
been granted a vision of the future, signifying read-
iness to assume the stature of an adult.

These observations concerning Shakespeare’s 
comedies are satisfying to me. Is there a Shakespear-
ean comedy that doesn’t poise itself on the brink of 
disaster? Is there a Shakespearean tragedy that 
doesn’t leaven its pain with wit, if not with broad 
comedy? In their duality these plays remind the 
reader that there is no life without suffering, and 
there is no suffering without hope.

I understand why it is so important to me to 
introduce young people to the comedies. As I have 
worked with teenagers in the English classroom for 
almost 30 years, I’ve annually had to address their 
question, “Why do all the stories we read deal with 

Will, but what about the high school groundlings? 
Could we get them to drop their guard?

My cast and crew arrived, and an hour later, 
the student body began to roll in. Curtain up. 

As the scenes began to play themselves out, I 
watched from the back of the auditorium. “They’re 
laughing,” Mr. Drake, our ever-cautious principal, 
said, shocked and delighted. “They’re applauding.” 
He was stunned. We had met our fi rst student au-
dience, and they were ours. It was during that per-
formance that I discovered the superhuman power 
of Shakespeare’s comedies.

From that day forward, the comedies have 
held a special place in my heart. I’ve come to under-
stand that part of their appeal for me is due to their 
appeal to the students, and I believe part of that ap-
peal to students is due to the movement toward 
harmony (Daniell 101). According to Lawrence 
Danson, the famous structuralist Northrop Frye 
was interested in Shakespeare’s comedies as a whole, 
and he found the plays unifi ed by a clear pattern. 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Secondary School Shakespeare Festival, 
Folger Shakespeare Library. Photo by Mimi Marquet.
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later, there is nothing wrong with letting students, 
who are on the verge of their own vision quests, 
identify with Hermia, Helena, Lysander, Deme-
trius, Orlando, Rosaline, Valentine, Julia, and Pro-
teus. People deserve happy endings throughout the 
larger stories of their lives. 

Epilogue: “So long lives this, 
and this gives life to thee”

As I write this epilogue, winter break has been over 
for a week and a half. I am sitting at a table at the 
local sandwich shop, and two former students of 
mine—both still home from college on winter 
break—have just left. We had spent a sweet hour or 
so together, talking about art and life and Shake-
speare Troupes past, present, and future. The young 
man, a talented musician at Berklee College of 
Music, had written music for the troupe last year 
for our production of Twelfth Night. The young 
woman, an aspiring artist, had designed the cover 
art for the CD they’d recorded of that music. They 
are young and beautiful and quietly in love, and as 
I watched them and talked to them about their 
lives, I felt grateful for the circle of relationships 
that the troupe has provided, relationships born out 
of words and fl uid text and comedy. I have much to 
do tonight, but this contact reconnected me to 
something deeply satisfying. I am renewed, and I 
know that the work I have left will be easier now. 
The tyrant time is my friend once again. 

Perhaps it is through Shakespeare, the ulti-
mate warrior against time, that I actually have a 
chance to make time my friend. My students and I 
are currently fi nalizing our cut version of MND, 
and ideas, excitement, and laughter are already 
starting to surface. Words are being relished and 
challenged. I have had a moment to brainstorm 
with our tech director about the project, and he, 
too, is catching fi re. “Yes, we can extend the edge of 
our stage into the audience.” “Yes, we’ll use the 
lights to add more content.” It is a good world this 
Shakespeare offers: Moments in the present are po-
tent, and an illusion of indefi nite time prevails. 
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their interpretative choices as part of the refl ection process. An example audio clip is included in the lesson. 
http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=1158

Call for Proposals: NCTE Theory and Research 
into Practice (TRIP) Book Series

The NCTE Books Program invites proposals for its TRIP series (Theory and Research into Practice). These 
books are single-authored and focus on a single topic, targeting a specifi ed educational level (elementary, 
middle, or secondary). Each book will offer the following: solid theoretical foundation in a given subject area 
within English language arts; exposure to the pertinent research in that area; practice-oriented models 
designed to stimulate theory-based application in the reader’s own classroom. The series has an extremely 
wide range of subject matter; past titles include Genre Theory, Unlocking Shakespeare’s Language, Code-Switching, 
and Writing about Literature. For detailed submission guidelines, please visit the NCTE website at http://
www.ncte.org/write/books. Proposals to be considered for the TRIP series should include a short review of 
the theory and research, as well as examples of classroom practices that can be adapted to the teaching level 
specifi ed. Proposals should be submitted through NCTE’s Web-based manuscript submission and review 
system, Editorial Manager, at http://www.editorialmanager.com/nctebp/.
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