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Documentaries on radio and television are important ways in which the concepts and 

practices of applied Shakespeare are disseminated and popularized.  However, such ‘reality 

Shakespeare’ recordings are never neutral documentations, but rather transcode performance 

into the conventions of broadcast narrative and presentation. This is particularly evident when 

programmes deal with the redemptive value of performing Shakespeare with disadvantaged 

social groups, such as prisoners or young people in deprived, often ethnic, communities, or 

those in need of therapeutic interventions, such as soldiers post-conflict or those with learning 

disabilities.  As Sheila Preston observes while considering the ‘ethics of representation’ in 

Applied Theatre ‘such representations of the disenfranchised can so easily become a 

problematic commodity’.1 In order to interrogate ‘the choices that are made in applied theatre 

texts, for, with and by communities in particular social and particular contexts’,2 attention 

must be paid to how these texts are  represented in the media that bring them to our attention. 

Equally, in order to determine the ideological inflection of broadcast representations of 

applied Shakespeare in different social or therapeutic contexts, the circumstances in which 

these media representations were made and disseminated must be given due consideration. 

As archives of approaches to such work these media outputs appear to provide valuable 

documentation for those – students, scholars, practitioners - for whom such recordings may 

be the only source for viewing a company’s application of Shakespeare in practice. But they 

are perhaps even more valuable as advertising for the claimed effects on participants, and 

thus to invite or justify funding, as well as validating the chosen methods.  And when these 

documentations are the subject of academic inquiry it is essential to heed Courtney 
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Lehmann’s warning that this academic critique can all too easily become a form of 

‘anthropological exploitation’ based on second-hand knowledge of the populations depicted.3  

As Helen Nicholson has explored, the linkage of  the term ‘applied’  with theatre or 

drama in order to identify a specific mode of performative engagement is a relatively new 

phenomenon, coming into general use only during the 1990s,4  but having its origins in three 

pre-existing strands of theatrical practice: 

 theatres of the political Left, which have been variously described as political, radical 

or alternative; drama and theatre in education; and community theatre. Taken together, 

they offer a powerful legacy which links social and personal change to dramatic 

practice, and articulate a commitment to using theatre to break down social hierarchies 

and divisions.  What these traditions share is an interest in working in clearly defined 

contexts, with and for specific audiences, and in furthering objectives which are not 

only artistic, but also educational, social and political. Although differently inflected, 

all practitioners in applied drama are in some way indebted to these complementary 

histories.5 

Writing specifically about the role of Shakespeare in representations of such work, 

Matt Kozusko gives examples of the enacted narratives of discovery, authenticity and 

validation that they perpetuate:  

A timid student shines triumphantly as he recites a passage from Hamlet; a terrified 

understudy conquers her fears on a successful opening night; a guilt-stricken 

prisoner turns out an improbably forceful performance of a penitent murderer: at-

risk or otherwise challenged populations give themselves over to Shakespeare and 

thereby discover within themselves a powerful humanity, an occluded potential, a 

fundamental innocence that they and the witnessing audience need to see 

authenticated. A deficit of some sort is established and then resolved with recourse 
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to Shakespeare, whose power to capture or describe humanity turns out also to have 

the power to discover and validate humanity. 6  

Although the work of British psychiatrist Murray Cox at Broadmoor was documented in print 

in 1992,7  and the Shakespeare Behind Bars (SBB) prison project in the USA began the same 

year, academic interest in the application of Shakespeare in these contexts really took off 

during the first decades of the twenty-first  century, partly fed by films and broadcasts 

documenting performance projects, some of which were shown at international Shakespeare 

conferences. There is now a steady stream of publications and a number of university courses 

devoted to this aspect of Shakespeare studies. To date, however, there is no agreed 

terminology for ‘applied Shakespeare’.  Contextualizing it as an aspect of amateur theatre, 

Michael Dobson termed it ‘voluntary sector Shakespeare’ in the seminar he convened at the 

2012 Shakespeare Association Conference in Boston, and stressed its relation to civic 

values.8  Michael P. Jensen labels it ‘Service Shakespeare’ in his follow-up special issue of 

Borrowers and Lenders, but offers a plenitude of questions about this taxonomy in place of a 

definition.9 My own preferred term of ‘Social Shakespeare’ is indebted to the definitions that 

James Thompson and Richard Schechner derive from the work of the Italian theatre worker 

Guglielmo Schininà. Schininà argues that social theatre differs from other forms of theatrical-

therapeutic techniques, such as dramatherapy, in its objective ‘to question society, with the 

living presence of its differences, rather than to be purified, and brought back to a “normal” 

value system or social code.’10 For Thompson and Schechner such practices put social work 

and theatre in dynamic interaction so that ‘change can come to both disciplines’.11  

The ‘Shakestherapy’ broadcasting genre with its rules of ‘emotional authenticity 

underwritten by Shakespeare; redemption by Shakespeare’,12 is associated both with the 

factual documenting of social problems and issues, purporting to offer ‘reality’ in an 

objective way, and with an anthropologically focused exploration of otherness. However, its 
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narratives often invite audiences to engage emotionally with the journey undertaken by the 

objects of study, making it comparable to genres like melodrama (viewed as a conservative 

mode of theatre exploiting the pathos of the deserving disadvantaged for sentimental effect).  

To make the journey more vivid, contrasts are frequently set up, aurally or visually,  between 

the initial environment, or the performers’ original situation, and the ‘magic’ or ‘safe space’ 

represented by theatre. Rob Pensalfini labels this the ‘sanctified space’ of Shakespeare, 13 

while Kozusko characterizes it as ‘a kind of empty space, sacred and sanctioned, in which a 

particular kind of therapeutic narrative unfolds independent of semantic particulars.’14 His 

echoing of Peter Brook- theatre comes into being when an actor is watched entering an empty 

space - alerts us to the vital role of the audience in the sanctioning of the therapeutic effects 

of performance that are relayed to them.     

The requirements of commissioning, editing and scheduling documentary films and 

broadcasts tend towards formats that bookend stories of achievement rather than failure, 

through depictions of the obstacles successfully overcome on the way to achieving an 

applauded final performance. This often takes place in theatres that are labelled as 

‘professional’ even when the audience consists of invited friends and family rather than a 

paying public. Such representations mirror mainstream media’s normalizing of physical and 

mental disability or trauma through depiction of an individual triumphing ‘against all odds’. 

A dominant feature of both the performances and the recordings is the idea that performers 

can find their experience mirrored in Shakespeare’s characters and that the process of 

rehearsal exploration of the themes of specific plays can transform the personal state of the 

actors. According to Jensen, these ‘parallels help non-actors give compelling 

performances’.15 However, Kozusko considers that such ‘authentic’ self-identifications are 

often actually grounded in the misreadings inevitably generated by the opacity of 

Shakespeare’s language. In such instances a prisoner can be ‘transported from the position of 
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player in a performance of Hamlet to a space of solitary penance’ because he, director, and 

audience experience Claudius’s momentary repentance as genuine, although his final words – 

‘Words without thoughts never to heaven go’ (Hamlet, 3.3.98)16 -  refute this.17 Moreover, 

such emotional involvement also ensures that attention focuses on personalities, in ways 

typical of other reality shows that make entertainment out of taking individuals into spheres 

outside their comfort zone. As Geoffrey Ridden observes ‘this practice of "character 

criticism" may be essential to an agenda not only of personal rehabilitation but also social 

reintegration’ 18 but the resulting ‘narrative[s] of individual transcendence’19  also run the risk 

of endorsing an ideology that locates transformation in the individual, rather than society.  

Rather, the ‘communal’ experience of theatre is itself constructed as a social 

microcosm, a ‘little world’ in which disputes and personal conflicts, (often centred on issues 

of gender, racial or sexual identity), are overcome in the service of the collective imperative 

that the ‘show must go on’. While a director or facilitator is usually in evidence at times, and 

included in the talking-head sequences that are obligatory, there is rarely any overt disclosure 

or discussion of the specific forms of drama activity or concepts drawn upon in their work.  

Instead, in some programmes the appearance  of celebrity visitors or mentors as guides on the 

journey, or as helpful dei ex machine who act as  Shakespeare’s representatives on earth, 

further endorse his works  in utopian terms as a resource for aspiration and rehabilitation.20 In 

order to consider how far such documentations convey the ‘living presence’ of society’s 

differences I examine three examples focused on three different constituencies: prisoners, 

young people with learning disabilities, and combat veterans.  

The award-winning 2005 film Shakespeare Behind Bars, directed by Hank Rogerson, 

is probably the best known example of the genre, and also the one most used in teaching. 

Filmed over a year, in 2003, it follows the work of prisoners in the Luther Luckett 

Correctional Complex in Oldham County, Kentucky, on a production of The Tempest, the 
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fourth of a sequence of Shakespeare productions on the theme of forgiveness.21 In the 

timeline of the film the prisoners, most of whom are experienced members of the project 

from previous years, are often shown working on their own and casting themselves in the 

roles that ‘call’ to them, as is the rule for performances which are designed to mirror the 

crimes or other emotional traumas of the actors’ pre-prison lives. Against a mise en scène of 

the banal everyday life of the jail the documentary deliberately parallels the prisoners’ direct-

to-camera reflections on the past crimes that have brought them to the penitentiary with the 

crime/exile/revenge narrative of The Tempest and its thematic stress on forgiveness, 

reconciliation, and freedom. The project founder, Curt Tofteland, claims that ‘habilitation’ 

rather than rehabilitation is its objective, implying that its processes aim at ‘enabling or 

endowing with ability or fitness’.22 What is left opaque is whether the prisoners are being 

prepared for life outside, as the Prison Governor claims, or for the reality of continuing 

detention. 

When present, Tofteland is shown briefly conducting theatre exercises to create group 

identity and verbal dexterity, but is most often seen sitting to one side as scenes are rehearsed, 

his interventions typically urging the actors towards finding ‘truth’ through emotionally 

charged performance.  One actor seemingly achieves this objective when his performance of 

Henry V’s Agincourt speech ends in the ‘authenticity’ of a tearful embrace of a fellow 

inmate, and Caliban is urged to stoke up more and more anger to fuel his cursing of Prospero.  

The extent to which the most seasoned actors have absorbed this Method-like approach is 

evident in a rehearsal scene, when the actor playing Miranda, who has earlier revealed that 

this was not his choice of role, resists direction by Prospero to connect his performance with 

his personal history of parental loss. The obstacles encountered during the rehearsal process 

thus include the ways the problematics of sexuality in an all-male prison environment are 

heightened by cross-gender casting. However, those posed by the penal system itself, such as 
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the tension around whether the parole application of one of the founding members will 

succeed, or the impact of actors being sent to solitary in the ‘Hole’, are either accepted as part 

of the habitat of what the Prison Governor describes as an ‘island’, or aestheticized through 

recurring images of bars and surveillance contrasted with shots of sky and clouds, that, 

together with the annotated play scripts, come to represent the ‘dream’ of freedom.  

The film also picks up on The Tempest’s concern with theatre. Prison life itself is 

described by some inmates as a site of constant acting, and thus inauthenticity, so that their 

theatrical performances becomes a prompt for truthful self-reflection and  what Tofteland and 

inmate Hal Cobb (who plays Prospero in the play) call ‘a metamorphosis of the heart.’ 

Writing from the perspective of identifying a ‘penitential’ strand in Shakespeare’s writing, 

one that can support a process of recognition and repentence for prison inmates through 

engagement with Shakespearean language, Neils Herold and Matt Wallace argue for  

The complete immersion of the player’s self in a role he has felt called upon to enact 

appears to generate a truthfulness through doubleness, which allows the inmate to 

acknowledge his crimes and win back the acceptance of his humanity.23 

The enhanced articulacy credited to the learning and speaking Shakespeare’s language is 

construed as inmates being able to ‘speak what they feel’ (King Lear, 5.3.300) rather than 

hiding emotionally behind codes of violent, criminal masculinity. Unlike in the other films 

the final performance remains confined within the prison precincts, played on a makeshift 

though colourful set, before an audience of invited guests. Although we are told that the play 

was performed for fellow inmates and toured to other prisons the film does not show these 

performances. The film constructs a  ‘dream’ of redemption out of a production that is the 

culmination of a series of plays featuring forgiveness, but The Tempest’s final words, a plea 

to be set free, inevitably take on an ironic edge, since the continued life of the project is 

premised on the continuing imprisonment of the cast. Pensalfini notes in his history of prison 

http://www.borrowers.uga.edu/1028/show#ref12
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Shakespeare that mainstream media gives greater attention to this form compared with other 

types of drama activity behind bars, often in the form of short packages on local TV 

stations.24 Implicitly or explicitly, this media coverage engages with questions about crime 

and punishment, and controversies about rehabilitating prisoners through access to educative 

and socializing experiences. However, such debates are typically framed in moral rather than 

ideological terms: Shakespeare’s texts are appropriate because his characters are conceived of 

first and foremost as moral agents. Unsurprisingly Shakespeare Behind Bars makes a 

powerful case for the value of Shakespeare as a humanizing force in a dehumanizing context, 

but it does so by accepting the inevitability of incarceration, framing Shakespearean 

performance as moral instruction, vehicle of individual catharsis, and as a temporary escape 

to a world elsewhere,. 

Growing Up Down’s is a 60-minute British documentary, directed by William Jessop, 

and shown on BBC Three in 2015. It documents a production of Hamlet by the Winchester-

based theatre company Blue Apple. The company was founded by William’s mother, Jane 

Jessop in 2005, when she was Chair of Winchester Mencap, and its mission is to ‘support 

performers with learning difficulties to develop and present high quality productions to the 

widest possible audience’.25 In addition to Hamlet they have mounted productions of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream (2010) and Much Ado about Nothing (2014), which have toured 

to venues in the south of England. William Jessop adapted Hamlet for a one-hour 

performance and his brother, Tommy, who has Down’s Syndrome, plays the prince, having 

already established an acting career in television and film.  The film is thus is a family affair 

and benefits from the relaxed intimacy this brings to the filming. Unlike the other films 

discussed, the film director makes his presence evident, not only as narrator, but by 

introducing himself reflected in a mirror near the start. The direct-to-camera inserts 

sometimes include his off-camera questions or comments, and at one point, when tempers 



9 
 

flare violently in rehearsal, the camera swings out of control as he attempts to defuse the 

situation. Like Shakespeare Behind Bars, Growing Up Down’s was nominated for and won 

awards. 

The opening title sequence  starts with an image of Tommy Jessop climbing onto the 

stage of an ornate nineteenth-century theatre  and delivering the first five lines of the ‘To be, 

or not to be’ soliloquy.  Over footage of a car journey William Jessop’s voiceover tells us that 

the film will follow these ‘extraordinary young actors‘, four of whom, Tommy, Katie, Lawrie 

and James, are introduced by name in the sequences that follow, and will be the focus 

throughout. The narration states that the film will show how ‘along the way the play will blur 

with their real lives’ and take them on a ‘roller coaster ride of romance, rows, and 

revelations’, ending with the question ‘can they really pull off Shakespeare’s Hamlet?’ 

However, the film, as the title suggests, also seeks to encapsulate the rites of passage these 

young people undergo as they embark on adult life with Down’s Syndrome or other learning 

disabilities.   Although Shakespeare’s tragedy is their medium, the film’s focus is equally on 

their desires for a future in which they can enjoy successful relationships, and fulfilling 

employment. We see them making music or dancing in their homes, and Tommy, in 

particular, is filmed several times in the pastoral setting of the South Downs countryside. 

What is narratively framed as a first kiss between him and Katie takes place on camera in 

woodland, and he releases tension about his performance in a shout that sends a flock of birds 

scattering against the sky. As with Shakespeare Behind Bars, such deliberately aesthetic 

choices in the cinematography endows the film with an aura of quality that echoes that 

represented by Shakespeare. 

   As is typical of such films the majority of sequences deal with the rehearsal process 

and the encounters and emotions this generates. However, very little camera time is given to 

the director, Peter Clerke, who has a background in community theatre. Tommy is the 
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charismatic centre of attraction for his brother’s camera, as he is for both Lawrie and Katy, 

and many of the emotional issues that are probed in the film concern the resulting tensions 

and readjustments in their relationships with each other. Early on William Jessop comments 

‘When Tommy first started acting, he found it hard to separate the fictional storylines from 

real life. I’ve also noticed this in other actors with Down’s’. The film continually presents us 

with scenes in which the emotional states of the actors mirror those of the characters. Lawrie, 

for example, links the play’s preoccupation with death with his own personal history of loss. 

At times the actors are shown trying to change the script to bring it into line with their 

preoccupations. Katie, who plays Ophelia, argues for a happy ending in which she and 

Hamlet marry, an alteration that Lawrie, playing Claudius, resists on the grounds that it 

would no longer be Shakespeare’s tragedy.  

An important narrative strand in the film is its depiction of the cast’s growing 

confidence that they are actors playing parts, not the characters they portray. This is signalled 

as a vital part of the ‘growing up’ which is the film’s main theme. Early on in the film the 

cast are taken to the Normansfield Theatre, created in the nineteenth century by John 

Langdon Down (from whom the syndrome takes its name) after he observed his patients’ 

liking for acting. Once the production moves from rehearsal room to sequences of the theatre 

tour we see successively more polished performances, culminating in the curtain call on the 

stage of the Rose Theatre in Kingston. Prior to Hamlet, William Jessop wrote a short play, 

Living Without Fear, which tackled disability hate crime, and was performed at the Speaker’s 

House at Westminster for government ministers and Members of Parliament. The line given 

the most emphasis in the film’s portrayal of Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy is ‘And 

lose the name of action’ (3.1.90). Although Growing Up Down’s privileges the emotional 

engagement of its young actors, immersion in their roles is temporary and valued as a means 
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to an agency which is social and outward-facing, The sanctified space of Shakespeare is 

depicted as opening out into future opportunities, both professional and personal.  

My last example considers the media representation of the work of the Combat 

Veteran Players (CVP), founded in London in 2009 by Jaclyn McLaughlin. Productions to 

date are A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Henry V, Richard III, and Twelfth Night, and in 

addition to support from the veterans’ charity  STOLL the company has received sponsorship 

and performance opportunities  from the Royal Shakespeare Company, Shakespeare’s Globe 

and the British Council.26 Although the first productions were all-male, ex-service women are 

now included, with the proviso that all actors must have suffered from combat trauma or 

mental distress, so that there is an equality of experience. The mission statement published on 

their website describes CVP as ‘an award-winning Shakespearean theatre company of ex-

Servicemen and women making professional level theatre while overcoming injury or 

transitional difficulty’. 27 Unlike the previous two case studies, the recordings of CVP’s work 

were made-for television and radio features rather than full-length documentary films. One is 

a half-hour BBC Radio 4 feature, And Calm of Mind, directed by Chris Ledgard and 

broadcast the day before Shakespeare’s traditional birthday in 2013.28 , The other is a fifteen-

minute package within the London weekly magazine programme Inside Out on BBC1, 

recorded in 2014.29 Both provide further evidence of the media’s penchant for stories that 

combine therapy and Shakespeare: in these instances also responding to public concern for 

the military following Britain’s involvement in the second Iraq War and the war in 

Afghanistan.  

A former actor, McLoughlin first explored the idea of drama work with soldiers 

suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder theoretically, in an MA essay, and embarked 

on a PhD on the topic. She switched to putting her ideas into practice under the guidance of 

Dr. Walter Busuttil, Director of Medical Services for the charity Combat Stress, which helps 



12 
 

former Service members struggling with mental health difficulties. Although McLoughlin 

emphasizes that she is not a dramatherapist but a theatre director, her work is described as 

therapeutic both by the participants and in the media, and she cites Freud on trauma to argue 

that ‘touching’ the emotions of another may be therapeutic.  In the Inside Out film she states 

‘a lot of what I work with is identity. I think there’s a lot of lost identity that happens when 

you’re transitioning from combat into civilian.’ McLoughlin’s concern with identity echoes 

the ideas enshrined in the Military Covenant which from 2000 outlined ‘the mutual  

obligations between the Nation, the Army and each individual soldier: an unbreakable 

common bond of identity, loyalty and responsibility which has sustained the Army 

throughout its history.’30 

The radio feature takes its title from Milton, not Shakespeare, using part of the final 

line of Samson Agonistes, after he has triumphed over his enemies: ‘And calm of mind all 

passion spent’.31  It deals with rehearsals for Henry V and much is made of how the play’s 

concern with war may be problematic for men who have encountered its horrors in reality. 

The ‘calm’ that can be attained through Shakespeare is attributed to the ‘richness’ and 

‘timelessness’ of his language. The programme exploits the aural soundscape of group 

performance and intimate revelation to emphasize the way that an ethos of solidarity enables 

individuals to come to terms with their experiences, through forms of theatrical distancing 

such as the division of the role of Henry between all eight actors. One describes how his 

depression has been helped by playing ‘both sides’ of the war experience, both the Boy, 

viewed as a helpless victim, and Henry, the leader needing to stay strong for his men. The 

participants’ emotional memory is directed into a performance mode that externalizes and 

shares the guilts and consequences of war through ensemble performance, while accepting 

that there may be no complete resolution for the individual.   
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The Inside Out television package also revisits the work on Henry V, juxtaposing 

workshop and talking head sequences with footage from the Bosnian and Iraq wars, but also 

looks forward to a production of Hamlet at Shakespeare’s Globe, enabling footage of the 

actors visiting that iconic and photogenic stage. Unlike the less naturalistic and introspective 

approach to character evidently taken in Henry V, the actor cast as Hamlet connects the 

prince’s suicidal thoughts with his own, while another seems to echo the play’s atmospherics 

when he recalls how ‘a number of incidents […] come back to me in my dreams. They queue 

up like ghosts from the past and come visit in the night.’ Countering these confessions of 

mental distress the trope that the theatre ensemble is a replacement ‘band of brothers’ (Henry 

V, 4.3.60) threads through both broadcasts. Both culminate with a theatre performance or the 

promise of one, but there is no indication that the productions will offer a critique of the 

military institution or the political policies which govern its deployment. Although the 

camaraderie of the performance process may indeed calm the veterans’ minds and aid their 

transition to civilian life, the trauma of war is regarded as an inevitable part of the covenant 

of military service, a service embellished by Shakespeare’s language and theatricality. 

While these recordings engage with Shakespeare applied to distinctly different social 

contexts and life stages, the similarity in their narrative structures is striking. All the projects 

aspire to be high quality productions, for which Shakespeare is regarded as providing the best 

material. Apart from Shakespeare Behind Bars this achievement of quality is signalled by 

performance in a ‘real’ theatre, preferably one with Shakespearean associations, ideally 

Shakespeare’s Globe, or, as the next best thing, Kingston’s Rose Theatre. All show the actors 

seeking and finding parallels to their own experience in Shakespeare’s characters, though 

only Growing Up Down’s suggests that this is an approach to acting that must be grown out 

of. What is often missing in such documentations is acknowledgement of the particular 

dramatic and therapeutic practices out of which the work is developed. Shakespeare is made 
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to appear to be the ‘onlie begetter’ of any transformation that takes place. As Ridden observes 

‘a film has to play safe and represent the therapy of high culture through the citing of 

Shakespeare, whether or not Shakespeare was indeed the therapy in real life.’32  If, as Tim 

Prentki and Sheila Preston argue, ‘Applied theatre denotes the intention to employ theatre 

processes in the service of self-development, well-being and social change’,33 the broadcasts 

examined here do indeed document the applying of Shakespeare in the service of self-

development and well-being. However, when watching or teaching with such documentations 

we should stay alert to the ways in which, whether or not the processes and performances 

represented themselves work towards social change, the narratives of these broadcasts tend to 

restore them to ‘normal’ value systems and social codes. The extent to which the Shakespeare 

they portray can be considered social theatre, as understood by Thompson and Schechner - 

both social work and theatre in dynamic interaction - remains an open question.  

//www.yoube.cWWom/watch?v=Acj70jNexf4xamination; 
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