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ABSTRACT:

Designed in the second year of my graduate studies, and rehearsed and performed in the
autumn of my third, Macbeth served as my thesis production at Lindenwood University.
In this paper, | will address the details of how the production came to light, my approach
to developing the performance, what was learned throughout the nearly year-long
endeavor, and how those lessons have shaped my relationship with the art of story-

telling.
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Flannery 1

When asked: ‘What do you want your thesis to be? What do you want to say about
yourself as an artist? What experience do you want to take with you as you leave the
program?’ | pulled together a number of proposals for thesis productions, not knowing
which route would best suit me. Wittenberg by David Davalos would certainly bring the
opportunity to play with philosophy and morality onstage. Tigers Be Still by Kim
Rosenstock would have offered a clear message to the university audience and speak to
my own sense of humor. Craig Wright’s The Unseen presented the chance to delve into
psychological theatre and minimalism, two elements that I’d been consistently drawn to

throughout my still-brief experience as a director.

But in the end, my first instinct became my final answer. If | could accomplish
any one thing in my final chance to engage in theatre as a graduate directing student,
what | truly wanted was to put myself through a trial; to find the script that offered the
steepest challenge, whose analysis would reveal the greatest complexity, called for
specificity in physical action, and demanded creative solutions. | knew that in the end, if |
chose to do anything other than the production that would give me the most collaborative
and artistic experience, |1 would lament the decision not to push as hard as | could while
there were still safety nets in place. | would regret stepping into the professional world
with anything less than this challenge. As such, any hubris that fed into my final decision

can only be expressed as thematically appropriate for the endeavor that followed.
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And so:
The Production

The ever-daunting and theoretically cursed tragedy, Macbeth, was performed in
the late autumn months of the 2016-2017 school year: atop—and partially beneath—the
stage of The Lindenwood Theater: a 1,177 seat auditorium that serves as the primary
performance venue for professional touring concerts, comedians and theatrical
productions at the J. Scheidegger Center for the Arts at Lindenwood University’s St.
Charles campus (Appendix L.1 and L.2, page 167). It ran from November 3™ to
November 5", holding a preview performance on the 1%t and a matinee directed to middle
and high school students on the 2"Y. Rehearsals were held in the J. Scheidegger facility’s
choir room, and fight choreography was applied and rehearsed upon the bare

Lindenwood Theater stage.

The production was supported by a full design team composed of faculty, staff,
and student artists. The set and lights were designed by Lindenwood’s faculty Technical
Director, Stu Hollis, and Lighting Director, Tim Poertner, respectively. Costumes were
designed by graduate student Michele Sansone—who was overseen by Costume Director
Louise Herman, and the Sound Design was handled by senior undergraduate student
Christopher “Scotty” Watson—overseen by Brian Bird, the faculty Audio Director. Props
were researched and constructed by Paint Shop Manager Chris Speth, under the
supervision of Stu Hollis. Professional stuntman and Lindenwood University alumnus
Todd Gillenardo choreographed the stage combat as a guest artist to the production.

Undergraduate senior Jenna Raithel served as the Stage Manager, with sophomore
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Jasmine Blackburn and freshman Jasmine Guardado supporting her as Assistant Stage
Managers —all under the supervision of Academic Production Manager Stacy
Blackburn. Theatre Program Chair Emily Jones was my directing advisor for the

production.

The cast of nineteen performers was predominantly comprised of undergraduate
students on the B.F.A. Acting or B.F.A. Musical Theatre degree path at Lindenwood—
though a number of students from outside programs and degrees were among the group

(full cast list given in Appendix C, page 98).

The Script

Macheth was written by William Shakespeare in the early years of King James I’s
rule in England, estimated to have been first performed in London in 1606. The masterful
plays of Shakespeare are considered some of the most universal, poetic, and timeless
dramatic works in history, and with his being four hundred years dead, these materials are

open to the public domain, making them all the more appealing to the artistic community.

Specifically, Macbeth is a tragedy presumed to have been devised to appeal to the
new patron of Shakespeare’s theatre troupe: King James | himself. The play is rooted in
the historical narrative of the Red King, Mac Bethad mac Findaich—mercifully
abbreviated in the play to “Macbeth”—Dbut fictionalizes the events that surrounded his
ascension to the throne of Scotland by reinventing the timeline, interpersonal
relationships, the role that James’ ancestor (Banquo) held in the plot, and the overall
nature of the murders that were committed. Shakespeare also added the element of

supernatural intervention as an additional appeal to James’ vested interest in witchcraft,
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by including a trio of prophecy-speaking, apparition-conjuring women into the world of
the play, leaving the final result so far removed from its root in reality that it is

categorized as one of The Bard’s tragedies, rather than a history.

The show as it is known today is about Macbeth; a thane of Scotland who is
accosted by three mysterious women who prophesy his ascent to the throne. While he and
his fellow thane, Banquo, are wont to dismiss the words as insanity, dark thoughts are
embedded in Macbeth’s mind. When the words of the women start to become actualized,
Macbeth’s wife takes fate into her own hands and pressures her husband to kill the king
in his sleep at the first opportunity. In doing so, the throne of Scotland falls to Macbeth—
as the old king’s heirs flee for their own safety—Dbut at a steep cost. Macbeth’s paranoia
and fear of those around him lead him to seek deeper and darker methods to keep himself
safe. He loses his grip on his own psyche, and begins to rely on murder and supernatural
aid to clutch to a sense of security—eventually becoming so defensively numb to what he
must do to preserve his rule that he is psychologically and emotionally empty when he is
finally killed by those who rise to avenge their loved ones and their country against his

tyranny.

The play houses many themes, though for the purposes of this production, the
central focus was that of murder and the psychological damage it causes: the loss of self.
However, other prevalent themes, such as vengeance, ambition, fate, manipulation, fear,
guilt, family, divine authority, and patriotism gave context and color to this primary

element.
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As is the case with essentially all of Shakespeare’s works, there is a large cast of
characters, with the action carried by a precious handful who are developed enough to be
called complex, or even three-dimensional. The meatiest roles in this particular play are
those of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, both of whom have a clear arc and are observably
different at the end of the play than they were in the beginning: Macbeth becoming cold,
violent and unpredictable where once he was duty-bound and thoughtful; Lady Macbeth
becoming frail and anxious when once she had held deadly focus and determination.
Banquo is a somewhat complex character, as he is philosophically torn between wanting
to trust his friend and the supernatural forecast which benefits himself as well, and
feeling the urge to accuse Macbeth of murder and foul play. Duncan—the standing king
at the top of the show—is fairly one-dimensional and meant to be a Christ-like father-
figure and moral landmark. Malcolm—Duncan’s heir—is allowed more complexity, but
is written as little more than intellectual and cautious. Macduff—the thane who defeats
Macbeth—is entirely underdeveloped in the script until very late in the production when
his family is slain, at which point he becomes a well-motivated (but still fairly
archetypal) foil to the protagonist. Macduff’s wife and child stand out in a single scene of
witticisms between them, which at least grants them individuality for their brief existence
onstage. The Witches—who carry massive thematic weight in the play—are subject to
debate in whether they even have an innate playable objective in the narrative at all. The
majority of the other characters are soldiers, attendants, messengers and perfectly

interchangeable thanes without any perceivable individual traits bestowed by the

playwright.
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Rather than utilizing a pre-existing version of the script, | revised the text myself.
The starting point was to determine the minimum number of performers necessary to
honor the story without making the stage feel too sparsely populated. With some light
doubling and combining of characters (Angus and Menteith’s lines given to Ross,
Lennox and Caithness to strengthen those roles, to start), | pulled together a draft
requiring nineteen actors. | manipulated the redistribution of text for lost and combined
characters to deliberately build distinction and unique perspectives for some
Shakespeare’s less developed characters—resulting in, for example, a Ross and a Lennox

who were deeply different from one another, and even had slight arcs to their stories.

Goals and Visions

I underwent this process expecting a great deal of difficulty and even the
potential for failure (nearly pulling the project in favor of something lighter, | was so
certain that success wasn’t a logical expectation). I was well aware of the fact that the
sum of my directorial experience was not at a desirable level to meet the anticipated
demands of this production, as its scale and specific requirements were far more
extensive than anything I had dealt with prior. By contrast, the largest production I had
directed previous to this was Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice, a contemporary show about an hour
in length, with a cast of seven, no significant choreography requirements and which takes
place largely in a single location. So, in earnest, my first goal in undertaking this

production was to come out the other side still standing.

But once the play was firmly selected and there was no turning back, I strove to

keep my gaze high. | wanted to delve into this significant commitment and task myself
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with having to work through this complex play; and in doing so, accelerate my education
in dealing with new and greater challenges. | aimed to make the show compact,
understandable, and accessible to those who may have never seen it. Ideally, making it
compelling enough to gain the interest of the inevitable mass of young students dragged
into the audience, and cultivate interest in the work from those that had no initial
intention of enjoying it. | wanted the relationships between the characters to be clear and
the characters themselves to be relatable, developing those whose existence in the script
is otherwise non-specific. Coming off of my Year-2 Project, | hoped also to utilize a
greater variety of tempos and emotional states, which was a point of critique | had been

encouraged to explore as | moved forward in the program.

Macbeth drew me in with its scattered appeals of magic, violence, psychosis, and
revenge. While it isn’t Shakespeare’s most structurally sound script, it offers strong
representations of all of the elements that have given Shakespearean works true staying
power. The superior language, as well as the action, humor, supernatural influence, and
philosophical depth which are scattered throughout other works of The Bard are all
contained within the shortest and most ambitious of his tragedies. | wanted to see what |

could make of it, and what it would make of me.
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CHAPTER 2

Playwright Biography and Other Works

William Shakespeare was likely born on April 23, 1564 (the general assumption
being that he was born the traditional three days prior to his baptism, which is reliably
chronicled on the 26™), the first son to father John Shakespeare and mother Mary Arden,
approximately one-hundred miles north of London in a town known as Stratford-upon-
Avon (Orgel xv). John Shakespeare was an influential man—High Bailiff in Stratford,
glover, and money-lender—while Mary Arden was the youngest daughter of Robert
Arden, a wealthy individual from whom John Shakespeare’s father, Richard, had leased

farmlands (xv).

Most of what is known of Shakespeare’s life prior to his establishment as a
prominent playwright in London is taken from scattered legal documents, so the eighteen
years between his baptism and eventual marriage to a woman by the name of Anne
Hathaway in 1582 are assumed to be fairly uneventful. The details of this marriage and
Anne’s relationship to William are hazy as well, though Anne did mother three children

to the Shakespearean household: Susanna, the eldest, and twins Judith and Hamnet (xvi).

The next time we have any record from the life of William Shakespeare, he is
already a literary “menace” who has made his way to the London theatre scene, a full

seven years after the birth of his twins in 1585. This galling blank space in Shakespeare’s
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life offers these few years as the window wherein he must fill all the presumptive gaps in
his knowledge necessary to write scripts set in a wide geographical and mythological
range, form an interest in the theatre, shape himself as a playwright, get to London, and
develop a reputation. It is in the 1592 “satiric pamphlet” Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit—
published by dramatist Robert Greene—that we can next find Shakespeare’s name, and
referenced in such a way that we know that his earliest works, The Comedy of Errors,

The Henry VI trilogy and Two Gentlemen of Verona are already behind him (xvi).

Shakespeare’s success from this point forward is undeniable, as evidenced by his
induction into the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, his title of “gentleman,” his ten percent stake
in the new Globe Theatre, and the numerous writings of his contemporary dramatists and
critics—some admiring, some envious—that praise his wit and diverse talents (xvii).
Titus Andronicus, Romeo and Juliet, 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream, Henry IV and V, and
Much Ado About Nothing were among the plays that were believed to be written in this

whirlwind of mid-career success.

Following the succession of Elizabeth I by King James in 1603, Shakespeare’s
company was designated as The King’s Men (xviii) and taken under James’ patronage,
where The Bard continued working as a playwright until the years leading up to his death
(from uncertain causes) in 1616 (xix). In this last age of writing, Shakespeare began to
defy the typical and consistent structure of his own early works: his use of irregular meter
increased, and many of his scripts ventured away from the distinct categories of
“Comedy”, “Tragedy”, or “History”. Plays such as 4 Winter’s Tale, Pericles, and The
Tempest blur the conventions of Elizabethan/Jacobean comedy and present somber

themes of family and redemption. Additionally, Shakespeare masters the craft of tragic
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storytelling in the very early 1600s, producing his four “Great Tragedies”—Hamlet,

Othello, Macbeth, and King Lear—within a narrow span of a few years.

Following his death, Shakespeare’s works were compiled by his friends and
acting company, using prompt scripts and hastily scrawled transcriptions of live
performances: searching, researching, editing, First Quarto, Second Quarto, First Folio,
The Complete Works. To this day, we dig, add, and revise, hoping to make whole the
works of this prodigious artist. Even in the present day, scripts such as Love’s Labour’s
Won and Cardenio are being painstakingly pieced together and introduced to a world that

will carry on this man’s legacy—almost assuredly—for all time.

Production History

As stated in the first chapter, it was likely in homage to his then-new patron, King
James, that Shakespeare wrote Macbeth; with evidence that specifically suggests the year
1606—the Porter character’s lines about an “equivocator” entering hell, for example,
which is historically suggested to be a reference to those involved in The Gunpowder Plot
(CST, par.5). Though there is no irrefutable evidence of Shakespeare’s dedicatory intent
one way or another, the presence of James’ Scottish ancestor, the inclusion and structural
significance of witchcraft—a study in which James fancied himself an expert—and
consistent themes of kingship and the right to rule all safely and logically point to this

conclusion (Orgel xxxii).

To this day, an original, unaltered Macbeth appears to be lost to us, as even the
earliest surviving documentations of the script seem to have been tampered with: adding

scenes and songs for the supernatural characters, presumably from Tom Middleton’s The
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Witch (xxix), which came about “between 1610 and 1615”. Furthermore, there are
accounts from early productions that suggest that scenes have been removed or rewritten.
The play’s length—again, Shakespeare’s shortest tragedy, and one of the briefest in the
entire canon—advances this assessment, as the plot gaps in the script may be due to

missing pages, rather than playwright oversight.

The turmoil in the play’s early life continued, as—following its early track record
of artistic meddling—English theaters were all shut down by the decree of the Puritan
government in 1642, leaving it to stew for eighteen years before being again remounted
(“Globe Theatre”). Shakespeare’s godson, William Davenant, adapted Macbeth for
Restoration audiences, making Macduff into the play’s protagonist, and Macbeth into a
simpler villain and draining the moral ambiguity from the play’s core (CST, par.6). Later
still, in 1744, David Garrick—an English actor and playwright—reproduced the play “as
written by Shakespeare,” which was patently false in that he made his own adjustments to

the text, though he did aim to return the script to its more ethically paradoxical origins

(par. 7).

It is during this era that Macbeth began to accumulate one of its more consistent

and universally known claims to fame: its curse.

In its first production outside England in 1672, the Dutch actor playing
Macbeth was having an affair with his Lady Macbeth—who happened to
be the wife of the actor playing Duncan. One evening, the murder scene
was particularly bloody, and Duncan did not return for his curtain call.

Macbeth served a life sentence for his all-too-realistic murder. When
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Laurence Olivier played the title role in 1937, he narrowly escaped death
as a heavy weight swung from the fly loft above, crushing the chair where

he had been seated until moments before. (CST, par. 3)

A 1942 production directed by and starring John Gielgud had four
fatalities during its run, including two of the witches and Duncan: the set
was quickly repainted and used for light comedy—whose lead actor then
died suddenly. When Stanislavsky, the great Russian director, mounted an
elaborate production, the actor playing Macbeth forgot his lines during a
dress rehearsal, and signaled to the prompter several times, but with no
success. Finally, he went down to the prompt box and found the prompter
dead, clutching his script. Stanislavsky cancelled the entire run

immediately. (par. 4)

Even Lindenwood University has an unfortunate association with this play, as its last
production (in the spring of 1998) was notorious within the department for having

crossed timelines with the unfortunate death of a teenage girl on campus.

But in spite of its ill reputation gaining traction, upon entering the twentieth
century, changes to conventions in theatre, film, acting technique, and global
communication have expanded the play’s history in every direction and interpretation.
Every prominent English actor has slipped into the blood-soaked shoes of the Scottish
king, from Orson Welles to Patrick Stewart—with cinema’s most recent production
(directed by Justin Kurzel and featuring Michael Fassbender) released only a year prior to

the opening of this thesis production.
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Scrambled though it may be, Macbeth remains one of the more popular and
profitable of Shakespeare’s works, no doubt due to its inclusion of the eclectic elements
of swordplay, magic, tragedy, humor, and its overall tone of mysterious horror. Its brevity
grants it an “intensity of tragedy” that few others in The Bard’s collection can match

(CST, par. 1).

The World of the Play

The world of the play is based in English and Scottish history, borrowing names,
ideas and events from the annals of King James’ bloodline, but Shakespeare invents far
more than he preserves in presenting this story, dragging it far from those in the canon
that can be considered “histories”. Shakespeare strips the true, historic King Macbeth of
his children, his right to the throne, his equal partnership with Banquo, and his well-
founded grievances with Duncan’s method of rule (xxxv): in fact, nearly every standing
element and theme at the core of the script of Macbeth is invented, rather than retold or

dramatized.

In the articulate words of Jan Kott, a Polish theatre theoretician whose work
Shakespeare Our Contemporary was a great asset in my exploration of the world of the
play: “Unlike Shakespeare’s historical plays, Macbeth does not show history as the
Grand Mechanism. It shows it as a nightmare...History in Macbeth is confused the way

nightmares are; and, as in a nightmare, everyone is enveloped by it” (Kott 85-86).

Though the script provides the suggestion of setting, its very nature leaves it wide
open to interpretation. Individual artists must decide everything as they interpret the play,

from what role realism will have in the production to what paranormal and metaphysical
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superstructures exist in the world when the play uses characters from Greek Mythology
and rhetoric from Christian beliefs. Very little is spelled out, and must be constructed by

the storytellers.

Further Understanding

I was fortunate enough to discover numerous helpful sources in Lindenwood’s
Butler Library which were tied directly to a variety of interpretations of the Macbeth
script in order to supplement my knowledge and advance my vocabulary when working

with the acting company.

One of the first books | found immediately useful was Shakespeare Questions, by
Odell Shepard. Though a full century old, it—if nothing else—offered a full eleven pages
of questions of varying focus on the play that pushed me to think critically on each
scene’s purpose and structure in detail. This was especially helpful when drawing
attention to questions that demanded a decision in performance, such as whether Lady
Macbeth’s hysterics in 11.3 are real or feigned (Shepard, 178), how the Witches’ behavior
to Macbeth is different between their first and second encounter with him (180), and what

potential benefits there are to the play’s odd structure.

Another important work that | utilized in order to better prepare myself for the
production was Performing Shakespeare’s Tragedies Today, a compilation of essays
written by professional actors who have delved into the most demanding roles of
Shakespeare’s canon. It was vital for me to be able to address the particulars of Macbeth
and Lady Macbeth—Dboth roles notoriously intimidating—with the actors in those parts

without fear. Specifically, the essay by Sian Thomas, who played Lady Macbeth in the



Flannery 15

2004 RSC production, was a critical component of my understanding of the leading
lady’s intricate motivations (Dobson 97) and psychological arc (103), which can be

difficult to navigate when she becomes absent for such a long stretch of action.

Meanwhile, Simon Russell Beale’s essay in the same compendium explores his
experience in playing the title role at the Almeida Theatre in 2005. Beale points out many
of the details of Macbeth’s verbiage in differing encounters throughout the script (113-

115) and how these hints can give shape to the character’s complex journey.

Finally, Shakespeare’s Philosophy: Discovering the Meaning Behind the Plays, a
book by British philosopher and academic Colin McGinn, offered substantial insight into
the world of fearful imagination present in the script, exploring the mind of Macbeth
himself and connecting the dots of his fearful outbursts to suggest a standing pattern of
hallucination (McGinn 98-99) that creates a very different interpretation of the dagger

speech and banquet scenes.

Armed with all of these additional sources, and many others not listed due to their

lack of impact on this project, | felt well-equipped as | walked into the rehearsal room.
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Directorial Ideas for the Sc'ript

By the time | began working on Macbeth, | had been around Shakespeare (though
most often as an actor) for a full decade, and was no stranger to the numerous concerns
that such material could present to an audience. It can be—and generally is—intimidating
to audiences and young performers alike, and so my first priority for the show was to
make it accessible to both. While, without doubt, a large percentage of the audience for
this play was going to be comprised of individuals who had at least middling familiarity
with the script, I made it my intention to not take this notion for granted, and attempted
instead to make the work something that could appeal to the full spectrum of the expected

attendees.

The first step 1 took to assist the comprehensibility of the script was to cut it. All
jokes about the hubris of revising the works of William Shakespeare aside, there were far
more reasons to trim than not to trim. Even the shortest of Shakespeare’s works can be
classified as a “long” play by present-day standards, and as the adage goes: perfection
exists, not when there is no more than can be added, but no more that can be taken away.
Anything in the language or scenes that | felt created confusion rather than clarity was
promptly discarded. Anything that did not contribute to the story, anything redundant,
any allusion that invoked imagery that would be meaningless to the viewer was left

behind. Examples of this are present in 1.3 where Macbeth refers to his father by name—
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“Sinel”—with no context (wherein I substituted “my father,” which is more
understandable to the audience and happened to scan better anyway), or in 1.2 wherein
Macbeth is referred to as “Bellona’s bridegroom,” a mythological/theological reference

S0 obscure that it was cut outright.

Another tactic to add clarity (as mentioned previously) was the cutting and
combination of minor characters, both for increased technical ease, as well as for the sake
of presenting a more navigable cast to the audience. There are many plays in
Shakespeare’s canon that have a small core group of primary characters, oftentimes
leaving the remaining ensemble as an un-noteworthy collage of blank faces due to a lack
of stage time, dialogue, explicit characteristics, or plot importance. This was something |
desperately hoped to avoid, as Macbeth lends itself to be one such script. An example
being that all of the thanes in the script—excluding Macbeth, Macduff, and Banquo—are
essentially interchangeable and unworthy of academic or audience attention. | cut the
roles of Menteith and Angus and redistributed their varied contributions to the action into
Ross, Lennox, Caithness and the Old Man (who also absorbed the Porter), in an attempt
to allow these remaining characters (and by extension: their actors) more playable depth.
| removed the character of Young Siward entirely; using Lennox in the skirmish with
Macbeth in V.7, rationalizing that the murder of an established character would bear

more emotional weight than that of an unestablished one.

The Witches, too, with very little in the way of defining features separating them
from one another, were a focal point. | wanted them to be distinct individuals, rather than
a blank chorus. As I revised the script, I redistributed their lines in order to make

differing perspectives more consistent throughout the text.
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As far as the story and the characters went, my greatest priority in presenting the
ensemble was to allow the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to be relatable,
flawed humans, who didn’t play at the evil grandiosity of their characters’ weighty
performative histories. | wanted the love in their relationship to be present, and for them
to be able to participate in light moments as well as the darker ones, in order to improve
their potential relationships with the audience, deepening the potential for empathy and

investment.

Another element that | wanted to bring out in the production was the magic
throughout the developing action. Over the course of my analysis of the script, | batted
around how much I wanted to emphasize the supernatural elements of the play, having
seen a number of productions in the past, and knowing that their presence can vary
greatly from interpretation to interpretation. To allow the play its intended theatricality,
and reap the benefits thereof, | decided to err on the side of making the fullest use of the
supernatural as I could. I don’t know that I’ve ever witnessed a production where I felt

that | wanted less of it.

| also strove to fill in some of the holes I felt were present in the narrative.
Without adding any new or original text, | utilized a combat-oriented prologue in order to
give Macbeth’s character some stage presence before to his first scene, allowing the
audience to have more an idea of who he is prior to being manipulated by the Witches in
1.3. I brought Macbeth’s death onstage, in order to give the protagonist a more personal
ending to their story. | had a Witch in disguise serve as the mysterious 3™ murderer in

II1.3, a character whose addition doesn’t seem to make much sense unless the role is
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filled by a known character (the thane of Ross and Macbeth himself are other common

choices).

With all of that in mind, the final intention that | came into the process with was
the drive to craft the production to fit the space. Over the course of my graduate studies, |
had frequently been placed into situations wherein the venue dictated the arrangement
and style of the performance, though to varying degrees in every instance. As such—in
spite of the fact that | had a very different visual concept in mind when 1 first pitched the
play in the autumn of 2015—1 felt that it was prudent to re-examine the show from the
ground up once [ was told that it was to be performed in The Lindenwood Theater’s
massive proscenium auditorium, rather than The Emerson Black Box’s more intimate

setting, lest the production be swallowed by the empty air.

This conceptual revision most heavily impacted the initial intended period setting
of the play. As part of my initiative to make the play accessible, I had long considered
presenting Macbeth in a contemporary setting with intimate staging. However, | knew
that any attempts at subtlety once in The Lindenwood Theater would be a lost venture,
and that 1 would be better off finding a way to play off of the venue’s scale, highlighting
whichever elements in the script are most compatible with the space.

In the end, the shared thematic focus of the script and the space lead me to view
Machbeth through a lens of emptiness, fear, coldness, coarseness, and violence. | wanted
to utilize the performance area to make a stark, hostile world, with little comfort to be
had, limited distractions available to sway a mind from fear or guilt, and less hope for the
injured and dying. Since much of the play rests on themes relating to the act of murder

and the psychological toll it takes, | wanted the deaths to feel personal rather than
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detached, and animalistic rather than calculated. A medieval setting became the way to
go (this choice of tone and period deepening my resolve to fully utilize the magical
elements of the production). This also created the need for more focus on the elements of
combat in the production, as a cold, medieval Macbeth absolutely calls for steel, and a lot

of it.

The Director’s Role

While it may not be imperative for the director of a production to have all of the
answers to all emergent questions, it is fully their duty to be able to respond to said

questions and be a constant guide in the search for answers. To quote Peter Brook:

[The director] does not ask to be

God and yet his role implies it. He wants to be fallible, and
yet an instinctive conspiracy of the actors is to make him the
arbiter, because an arbiter is so desperately wanted all the
time. In a sense the director is always an imposter, a guide at
night who does not know the territory, and yet he has no

choice — he must guide, learning the route as he goes. (Brook 38)

The director of a production needs to have a strong sense of acting and
performance in order to coach their cast and create the most effective scene-work that can
be cultivated from the company. To lose touch with what it is to act is to lose the ability
to communicate effectively with the actor. They must hone their knowledge of
storytelling, and strive for a full and flawless comprehension of every individual story

they seek to tell.
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The director must also be able to distill ideas and refine the choices of the
designers as well as the performers, in order to cultivate the full artistic capacity of the
production team to a clear and engaging final product. The director must realize him or
herself as accountable for everything that appears on the stage during the performance, as

well as everything that does not.

Finally, the director sets the tone for the rehearsal process; whether the rehearsals
are structured or chaotic, engaging or tedious, competitive or cooperative, productive,
lax, or so on. They must be able to generate a balanced, active pace of creativity that
allows the artists in the room to develop their work, hunger for improvement and feel

esteem in their growth—especially in an educational setting, such as that of Macbeth.

Collaborative Philosophy

My collaborative approach is to be fully receptive to incoming ideas, and was
especially so during the design and production process for this show. | hesitated to select
Macbeth at the onset, as I didn’t feel that I had a perfectly clear image of where I wanted
the show to end up, and as a Shakespearean production, | knew all too well that the

concept and design possibilities were virtually endless.

This became an opportunity, however, to construct the show from the ground up
alongside a design team that had decades of experience—an intimidating prospect for one
most used to cooperating with unsure undergraduate designers (or working alone).
However, | opened myself up to the notion that every individual designer had the

experience and skill to enhance the story-telling in engaging and effective ways | could
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not predict. As long as | was proactive in identifying the story as we worked through the

process, open exploration seemed the most enticing prospect.

It was especially important to me that | acknowledge and fulfil any possible need
of an outside meeting or conversation, to keep the wheels rolling as smoothly as possible.
In my experience as a director, individual conversations and sessions are more productive
than large-scale meetings, and while such rendezvous are not always available, they often
make all the difference in building a shared vocabulary with the designers of a

production.

Directorial Style

| try to keep action and direction simple when | develop works of theatre, as |
frequently find that less is oftentimes more (i.e., the less mental clutter for the actor or
visual clutter for the audience there is, the more value is placed on the components that
are present). In my experience, the greatest performative results are often discovered in
moments of clarity found through simplicity, whereas deep pontificating over the

philosophies and concepts leads only to vague, uncertain results.

| most frequently build the foundation of the performance by utilizing the
techniques of Sanford Meisner, particularly if I am aware that the performer is unfamiliar
with them or is with a new scene partner. Many young actors have a slanted view of
acting, and attempt to force artificial choices, emotional states and physical action out of
a need to build a character, rather than building outwardly from their own truthful body

and voice.
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This technique, which stems from exercises of observing, listening and repeating,
pushes actors to bring their focus outward into the visible and tactile world of the play, as
well as their scene partners. This shift of focus generates freedom from making internal
choices that the audience cannot see, and instead externalizes the actor’s attempts to

manipulate the world around them, which the audience can.

Beyond that, | require the actors spend time investigating their scene objectives,
tactics/actions, super-objectives and relationships throughout the piece, and identify the
events and decisions that create the architecture of their individual story (Appendix 1.2
shows the handout that guides this process, page 162).

In rehearsal | prefer to do a group warm-up, not only to ensure that the actors are
engaged and awake, but to build the ensemble—»be it a company of two or twenty—and
create a sense of unity between them. This can also reset the energy of the room when
many exhausted undergraduates come in feeling stressed. This usually consists of
stretching the body and face, tongue twisters, diaphragm work, and projection exercises. |
tend to play with the order and arrangement of things in order to test the actors’ focus and

warm up their minds and reflexes as well.

My working style is to build the scene in layers, adding nuance and specificity
with every run, but starting by ensuring that the structural groundwork and broad strokes
are present before overwhelming the performer with specifics. Whenever possible, |
greatly prefer to address acting notes as they emerge and workshop them as the scene
rehearses, rather than giving notes at the end of the session (though this becomes less an
option towards the end of any rehearsal process, wherein full runs need to take focus to

prepare the actors and give a sense of the performance as a whole). | have found that this
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both aids retention and offers the director the ability to observe whether the note landed
or needs to be rearticulated in another style, as opposed to assuming that an

understanding has been achieved.

| address notes most often by asking the actors questions about their choices and
objectives (i.e., “What do you want from him?’, ‘Why do you say this to her?’, ‘What do
you want him to do?’, etc.), giving active (verb-based) redirects, or elaborating on a
moment in the script by generating a simpler analogous substitution for how the actor can
think of the scene, that they might find more relatable and bring in a stronger contextual

approach to the scene.

| also push to incorporate challenging elements of the performance into rehearsal
as early as possible. Anything that may present a unique challenge and congest the tech
and dress process—in this case: weaponry and chainmail for the military characters and
draped elements on the Witches (as seen in Appendix G.9, page 158)—should be
introduced to the actors as early on in rehearsal as the collaborative team can manage.
This is no different in my mind than the common utilization of rehearsal shoes, skirts
(kilts, in our case), or corsets in order to foster familiarity with that which is part of the

world of the play.

Lastly, I aim to keep rehearsals light, as I find that playfulness feeds productivity.
Actors that cannot relax in rehearsal or onstage lead to stiff or disingenuous
performances, which are uninteresting onstage. A joy for the work is visible to the

audience, and changes the energy of the entire space. Morbid rehearsals lead to a morose



Flannery 25

cast, unwilling to take risks or invest in their work. An encouraging and open rehearsal

room is vital, and the balance between structure and chaos is what creates an ensemble.

This show wasn’t so much of a departure for me as it was a return. In my early
theatre education in high school and undergrad, | worked as an actor in a fairly constant
stream of Shakespearean productions. | was, however, returning to this work as a new
artist, in a new function. As a director, | gravitate towards small, minimalist productions,

so Macbeth felt just as foreign as it did familiar.
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CHAPTER 4
¥ PROCESS
o ;. : /

The Designs '

| had approximately one month to cut and revise the full script, generate a script
analysis (Appendix B, page 82), devise a doubling sheet, and prepare a presentation for
the first design meeting. Though I wasn’t entirely sure of what I wanted the end result of
the production to look like, I was confident that I truly knew the script and the characters

inside and out—more than | had ever felt so in the past.

My advisor suggested, since I didn’t have a strong sense of a final visual, that |
focus instead on sharing the elements that I did feel passionately about in the first
meeting—and so | did. I presented my concepts to the team, elaborating on the script
changes, character combinations and removals (mentioned in Chapter 3), and scene
revisions. | shared my concept of building a stark, dangerous, cold world (utilizing some
images to elaborate on the tone, shown in Appendices L.3, L.4, and L.5, page 167). |
elaborated on the world of the play (as discussed in Chapter 2): how it was set as a
history, but broadly deviates from historical truth, and that my idea was to construct the
play as such: set in its appropriate medieval setting, but allowing for creative
manipulation of what that meant and looked like. | prioritized tone and texture
(specifically mentioning “stone and steel””) over any kind of historical precision, and that

| wanted to make the Witches prominent and powerful in the production.
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| was nervous in this first presentation to the group, as the pressure of articulating
the concept for a $20,000 mainstage production in front of every department head, both
production managers and the department chair was admittedly foreign to me. The team
showed some enthusiasm and even seemed pleased to be working on a version of
Macbeth that aimed to focus on the protagonist as preliminarily heroic, rather than
innately doomed, but following the first hour-long meeting, there were many unanswered
questions. To avoid falling behind, I immediately poured through the meeting notes in
order to address these questions via email, and spoke with the individual designers to be

certain that they felt confident in the direction that the show was going.

Since my focus on Macbeth’s psychological downfall was somewhat new to the
team, they requested that | break down the script into individual sections to specify where
the tonal shifts in his journey were (the document | generated can be seen in Appendix

1.1, page 161).

By the time we met for the second design meeting, the designers were bringing in
a bounty of ideas and research that very much captured the essences that | had hoped to
describe. The fact that | came in focused on tone and texture lead the designers to ideas of
having the coarseness of the world underlying all of the elements. Period-appropriate
stone architecture for a scenic design, but with highly textured hot-dip galvanized steel
emerging from beneath (Appendices F.1-F.5, pages 145-147). Medieval-inspired
costumes accented by metal accents and real chainmail. Even the aural focus shifted to
using contemporary music to capture the grunge of the world, rather than the less
dynamic, historical option. We also discussed opening the pit and building down into it,

and | was thrilled to explore this idea.
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We started working in greater detail come the middle of the design process. A
lengthy outside meeting with the designers allowed us to discuss the specific locations of
all of the individual scenes (i.e., Yes, 111.1 is in Forres castle, but which room and why?).
Ground-plans came into the works, and specific costume renderings were presented. As
appropriate for the Scottish setting, families were all distinguished by a shared tartan
(specifically visible in Appendices G.3, G.4, and G.5, page 156). The designs for
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth were centered around the concept of their shifting
psychological states. As Macbeth grew more paranoid, his mind overwrought, so too did
his costume grow heavier (Appendix G.1, page 155). As Lady Macbeth grew insecure
and alienated from her husband, her costume became lighter (Appendix G.2, page 155).
The Witches were designed to have a rough, natural look, whereas the goddess Hecate

was designed to be a very steel-like essence behind them (Appendix G.9, page 158).

It was around this midway point that | started dealing with the reality of combat
choreography for the show. Besides researching weapons, pricing and assigning which
characters needed combat appropriate arms and which could get by with weapons that
were aesthetic only, | needed to address how these sequences were going to be composed.
Fortunately, Lindenwood professor Nick Kelly was able to put me into contact with Todd
Gillenardo, a professional stuntman and Lindenwood theatre alumnus. Todd was thrilled
with the idea of choreographing the combat sequences, and was quickly brought on as a
guest artist. During an outside meeting with Todd, we discussed the individual fights and
characters, the layout of the stage and the weapon needs for the show. Todd had some

great ideas for weapon distribution, and was responsible for what would become some of
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the show’s most striking imagery—such as an axe-bearing Macbeth and dual-wielding

Macduff (Appendices L.43 and L.44, pages 180 and 181).

Come the end of the design process, Stu shared his final renderings for the
production (Appendices F.7-F.25, pages 148-154) and his concept for the stage floor
(Appendix F.6, page 147). The stage was to be framed by a textured portal, with exposed
steel elements, which included a header piece which could be raised or lowered in order
to change the perspective scope of the space (visible in Appendix L.16, page 171). The
stage floor was designed to have descending levels as it reached the downstage area
(visible in Appendix L.40, page 179), and the floor, as well as the portal and the stairs
that crept down into the pit were all to be treated with a spraying of cement-like clay to
give them a texture that evokes stone. Most of the scenic elements relied on The
Lindenwood Theater’s fly system, which allowed for a substantial number of different
“looks” for the production, and fog lines were to be run throughout the constructed stage

floor.

The manifestation of the play was off to what felt to be a great start.

Auditions and Casting

Lindenwood University casts it autumn productions all at once in the preceding
spring semester. As such, the cattle-call audition for Macbeth shared its function with the
auditions for the October 2016 musical production of Next to Normal. Those coming in to

audition were asked to prepare a song as well as a Shakespearean monologue.
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| generally view primary auditions as a trial to find the answer to the question
“what is this person’s starting point as an actor?” As such, anyone that I felt was able to

make moderately strong decisions in their first round was considered for a call-back.

| aim to generate a relaxed atmosphere during callbacks. The questions that I look
to answer throughout this phase of the casting process are more to the tune of “can this
person take direction?” and “how will they blend into the rehearsal environment?” The
procedure for those asked to return was two-fold: a combat portion (followed by dinner
break) and an acting portion. Nick Kelly, the Lindenwood professor who instructs the
Stage Combat course, lead the group of actors in some introductory choreography that
tested their ability to make effective and safe choices in hand-to-hand fighting, as well as
basic blade and footwork. We also offered the students the chance to handle a meter-long

broadsword, to see if they could manage its weight comfortably and safely.

Afterwards, actors were given scenes and monologues to read in varying
arrangements. My approach to this involves two components: to see what the actors can
devise on their own, and to see what that they can do when asked to make an adjustment.
| often give unexpected redirects in order to catch the actors off-guard, test their range,
whether they can quickly implement big choices, whether their choices read and whether
they can improvise with the Shakespearean text (I did keep my redirects for those reading
for Macbeth and Lady Macbeth more focused however, as | was much more concerned
with these actors’ and actress’ ability to partner and connect, prioritizing depth over

range).



Flannery 31

Following the callbacks, | had a brief meeting with Nick to discuss what we
witnessed throughout the combat callbacks and what level of choreography the students
seemed to be able to handle. With that in mind, | took my notes home and prepared my
cast list. My choices for Macbeth and Lady Macbeth most heavily centered on what |
witnessed as the couples read together, how they affected one another and how much
pressure | felt | could safely put onto these still very young performers. From the
beginning of this project, there were concerns (on the part of myself and the supporting
faculty) that the pool of students from which | was drawing was too sparsely populated
with male actors to cast this production effectively, but rather than worry, I chose to cross

that bridge when I came to it. Overall, | was pleased with the group that emerged.

In the role of Macbeth, | cast Hunter Fredrick, a junior who | had seen and
worked with in several shows prior to this one. Though still young, | knew he had a lot of
potential to be a strong dramatic performer, and what’s more, I trusted him to be able to
handle the workload. Macbeth speaks approximately one third of the lines in the play,
and must have a strong capacity to memorize, partner, develop a role, and perform

combat choreography.

Alongside him, | cast senior Lexie Baker as Lady Macbeth. Coming off of a long
semester abroad studying at LAMDA, her focus and hunger were instantly clear as she
read for the role. Her handling of the text was strong, and her relationship with Hunter in
the callback revealed the vulnerability that | had hoped to present throughout the

production.
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In the roles of the Witches, | cast Brie Howard, Natalie Krivokuca, and Mary
Helen Walton, three students that | knew to be diversely talented, and who would be able
to bring experience in singing, dancing, and movement into the roles that | expected
would be developed gradually throughout the production. Hannah Pauluhn was cast as
Hecate, a small role with a large impact, and in having worked with Hannah in the past, |

was aware that her voice, articulation and presence would be a solid fit for the goddess.

For Macduff, I cast Cody Samples, a student that had plenty of experience
working alongside Hunter, and was able to tap into a vulnerable place when it came time
to mourn the loss of his family. Banquo, on the other hand, is a morally grey character—
one that I knew senior John Fisher (who | had worked with as an actor numerous times,
utilizing him as Eurydice’s Father in my take on Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice less than a year
prior) would analyze the role carefully to find the strongest choices that surround the

uncertain soldier.

Students who showed skill during the stage combat portion of the callback were
given the most consideration for the various thanes and soldiers in the show. From that
pool, Patience Davis and Spencer Collins were cast in two of the most combat-heavy
roles, which would eventually result in them wielding heavy broadswords in performance
night after night. In having witnessed these two in previous roles, | knew as well that
Collins’ ferocity would suit Macdonwald, while Davis’ compassion was exactly the soil

in which | wanted to plant a thoughtful, righteous Lennox.

For the role of the fatherly and righteous Duncan, Sky Toland was cast, as his

deep voice and intensity gave color to the authoritative king, as well as a dark texture to
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L.41 (left image): Lennox (Davis) finally stands up to her once-comrade, Macbeth
(Fredrick), in a skirmish that replaced the Young Siward scene in order to allow a deeper
arc for the characters, and bring more meaning to the eventual death (photo by Dan

Donovan).

L.42 (right image): Macduff (Samples), avenges his family and reflexively draws his
sword on allies (Phillips and Spaeth) in his frenzy (photo by John Lamb).

L.43: Macbeth (Fredrick) is finally found by Macduff (Samples) in the final scene of the
play (photo by Dan Donovan).
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L.44 (left image): Macbeth (Fredrick) and Macduff (Samples) fight to the death (photo by
Dan Donovan).

L.45 (right image): Macduff (Samples) ends Macbeth’s (Fredrick) life in full view of the
rest of Malcolm’s army in a final moment of catharsis (photo by John Lamb).

L.46: Malcolm (Blonstein) accepts the crown of Scotland in the final lines of the play
(image taken from LUTV’s archival recording of the production).
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