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PREPARING BIRDS TO FLY: LLOYD RICHARDS AND THE ACTOR 

Carlia Claudine Francis 

Dr. Cheryl Black, Dissertation Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

Lloyd Richards (1919-2006) was one of the preeminent theatre practitioners in the 

United States from the mid-twentieth century through the beginning of the twenty-first. 

Through his work as Artistic Director of the Eugene O’Neill Playwrights Center, Dean of 

Yale School of Drama, and Artistic Director of Yale Repertory Theatre, Richards made a 

significant mark on modern American theatre.  

Although Richards is recognized for his outstanding work with playwrights and 

new play development, his work with actors, by comparison, has been overlooked. 

Preparing Birds to Fly: Lloyd Richards and the Actor uses interviews with seven of 

Richards’s former students and collaborators to investigate Richards’s actor-training 

pedagogy and directing practices from the perspectives of actors. Stephen Henderson, 

Ron Van Lieu, Dean Irby, Rosalyn Coleman, Ruben Santiago-Hudson, Michele Shay, 

and Roger Robinson offer detailed accounts of their work with Richards and evaluate the 

impact working with him had on their careers and lives. Through cross-case analysis of 

the case studies created from each participant’s interview, the study documents specific 

practices Richards used that, from the participants’ perspectives, made working with him 

a transformative experience. Additionally, the study analyzes Richards’s archival 

interviews to ascertain his directing philosophy and to compare it with the participants’ 
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report of their experiences working with him.  

The participants’ belief that working with Richards resulted in a deepened sense 

of artistic integrity, creative self-reliance, and a heightened understanding of theatre as a 

service to the community has significant implications, and possible application, in 

directing practices, actor training, and approaches to cultural inclusiveness in classrooms 

and rehearsal halls.  

 

.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND 
METHODOLOGY 

“Someone once asked me what’s the difference between acting and directing?” I 

said that as a director it is as if you were preparing a bird to fly. You are teaching, 

nurturing, caring for it. And one day that bird is ready to fly. If you cannot enjoy the 

fact that the bird is now flying, and you are watching it, you could not be a teacher. 

 —Lloyd Richards
1
 

 

INTRODUCING RICHARDS 

Actors as disparate as Mary Alice, Angela Bassett, Connie Booth, Courtney 

Vance, Faye Dunaway, Charles Dutton, Laurence Fishburne, David Alan Grier, Lou 

Gossett, Sherman Hemsley, Stephen Henderson, Samuel L. Jackson, James Earl 

Jones, Hal Linden, Delroy Lindo, Frances McDormand, Michael McKean, Claudia 

McNeil, S. Epatha Merkerson, Theresa Merritt, Sidney Poitier, Ruben Santiago-

Hudson, Michele Shay, Roger Robinson, David Strathairn, Dianne Wiest, and Cicely 

Tyson share a common experience. These luminaries of American theatre, film, and 

television, several of whom are Oscar, Tony, or Drama Desk winners, have either 

worked or studied with director Lloyd Richards (1919-2006). When playwrights are 

added to the list of Richards’s students and protégées, their numbers are equally 

impressive and include such notables as Lee Blessing, Christopher Durang, Athol 

Fugard, John Guare, Lorraine Hansberry, David Henry Hwang, John Patrick Shanley, 

Wendy Wasserstein, Richard Wesley, and August Wilson.  

Richards’s influence in the American theatre from the mid-sixties through the 

end of the twentieth century was atypical for an African-American theatre artist. As 

                                                
1
 N. Graham Nesmith, “Lloyd Richards: Reminiscence of a Theatre Life and Beyond,” 

African American Review 39, no. 3 (2005): 17. 
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the Artistic Director of the Playwrights Conference at the Eugene O’Neill Center 

(1968-1999) and the Dean of the Yale School of Drama (1979-1991), Richards 

nurtured the development of generations of theatre professionals. His work at the 

O’Neill fostered playwrights who added to the American theatre canon, and as a 

dramaturgical director2 he helped secure a place amongst American masters for 

playwrights of African descent. Additionally, Richards was instrumental in the 

development of the League of Resident Theatres (LORT), helping to create a linked 

network of regional theatres throughout the United States.3 He not only worked on the 

development of the regional concept but also supported its growth by touring his 

productions at LORT theatres around the country. 

Although Richards’s influence on the American theatre began to bloom in the 

late sixties through his association with the O’Neill Center, the seed was planted 

years earlier. It was planted in 1951 when Sidney Poitier studied with Richards at 

Paul Mann Studios. It germinated in 1959 when Richards shepherded A Raisin in the 

Sun, Lorraine Hansberry’s groundbreaking play onto the Broadway stage and guided 

actors Poitier and Claudia McNeill to Tony nominations. The seedling grew as he 

taught acting at Boston University (1960-1966) where he inspired actor/director Bill 

Duke, in his own studio where he nurtured Cicely Tyson, and at the Negro Ensemble 

Company (NEC) where he cultivated the talents of Mary Alice and others. The plant 

flourished in 1966 when Richards joined New York University’s new School of the 

                                                
2
 A dramaturgical director works with playwrights during the development of new plays, 

often helping to shape the final product.  

3
 “Remembering Peter Zeisler,” TCG Theatre Communication Group, accessed July 8, 2013, 

http://www.tcg.org/publications/at/Apr05/zeislerMemorial.cfm  
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Arts acting faculty, and it was in full bloom during his time as artistic director at both 

Yale School of Drama and the O’Neill Center. 

Throughout his career Richards remained a teacher. After leaving Yale School 

of Drama in 1991 Richards taught classes at the Actors Center, run by J. Michael 

Miller, who had first hired Richards decades earlier to teach at NYU. Richards also 

commuted to teach at Wesleyan University in Connecticut where one of his former 

dramaturgs at the O’Neill was on faculty. He continued to teach acting until his death 

in 2006. His lifelong teaching career could be seen as manifestation of his belief in 

the importance of training the next generation of theatre artists and the pleasure he 

took from the process.  

Richards’s contribution to American Theatre has been recognized by cultural 

and government institutions associated with the arts. In addition to winning the Tony 

Award for directing in 1987 for his work on Fences he earned four Tony and Drama 

Desk directing nominations during his career. Under Richards’s stewardship as 

Artistic Director Yale Repertory Theatre was awarded the1991 Regional Theatre 

Tony Award, and garnered several producing nominations, ultimately receiving a 

Tony and two Drama Desk Awards in that category. He received the National Medal 

of the Arts4 in 1993, and in 2002 he was awarded the Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize, 

                                                
4
 The National Medal of Arts is the highest award given to artists and arts patrons by the 

United States Government. The President of the United States awards the Medal to individuals or 

groups who, in the President’s judgment, "are deserving of special recognition by reason of their 

outstanding contributions to the excellence, growth, support and availability of the arts in the United 

States." “National Medal of Arts Awards,” National Endowment for the Arts, accessed May 5, 2013, 
http://www.nea.gov/honors/medals/.  
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which is given to “a man or woman who has made an outstanding contribution to the 

beauty of the world and to mankind’s enjoyment and understanding of life.”5 

Institutions were not the only entities to recognize Richards’s contribution. 

Richards’s artistic collaborators laud his integrity and insights when discussing his 

importance to their careers. The nurturing, creative environment Richards cultivated 

is a recurring theme when theatre practitioners discuss their collaborations.6 In his 

essay “The Dream Machine: Thirty Years of New Play Development in America,” 

Douglas Anderson reports, “Playwrights who’ve been through the various [play 

development] mills speak about them with equal amounts of admiration and distrust; 

O’Neill writers, however are conspicuous in their universal loyalty to the program.” 

Loyalty to the O’Neill at the time the article was written is synonymous with loyalty 

to Richards; as Anderson explained earlier in the essay, “The O’Neill is systematic 

yet low-key, purposeful yet relaxed. In this it takes a cue from the personality of its 

artistic director, Lloyd Richards.”7 

                                                
5
 “The Gish Prize,” The Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize, accessed September 21, 2009, 

http://gishprize.com/index.html. 

6 In several articles and compilations of interviews with actors discussing Richards’s 

relationship with artists and his importance to their careers, artists’ respect for and loyalty to him is a 

recurring theme. These include, “Mary Alice” in The Actor Speaks: Actors Discuss Their Experiences 

and Careers, ed. Joan Jeffri, ed., (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1994), “S. Epatha Merkerson,” 

in Actors at Work: [interviews By] Rosemarie Tichler and Barry Jay Kaplan (New York: Faber and 

Faber, 2007), Patti Hartigan, “The Richards Mystique,” American Theatre 8, No 4 (July/August 1991), 

etc. 

7
 Douglas Anderson, “The Dream Machine: Thirty Years of New Play Development in 

America,” The Drama Review/TDR 32, no. 3 (Autumn,1988): 65. 
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Richards’s Importance to the Theatre from Playwrights’ 
Perspectives 

Richards’s integrity, dramaturgical insights, and ability to help playwrights 

articulate their vision facilitated the development of plays that earned their writers 

numerous awards—two Pulitzer Prizes, two Drama Desks, and one Tony as well as 

many additional nominations. In article after article, interview after interview, 

playwrights asserted the importance of Richards to their artistic development and 

professional life. Richards’s respect for playwrights and his belief in their work was 

an important feature in his working relationship with them. It was one of the factors 

that kept Lee Blessing returning to the O’Neill Center. Blessing explained, “The thing 

about Lloyd and the reason I liked working with him and so loved going to the 

O’Neill is because he believed in playwrights.”8 Similarly August Wilson testified 

that Richards’s faith in him was crucial in his development as a theatre artist. "Lloyd 

is unquestionably the major influence in my life. . . .His abilities have enabled me to 

write. And the faith he had in me made everything fall into place."9 

Richards’s guiding questions helped playwrights recognize the need “to kill 

their darlings,” and his leaving the decision of which ‘darlings’ had to be sacrificed 

up to them earned their trust. Richard Wesley’s respect and affection for Richards 

endured years after their active collaboration ended. “I never lost my love and respect 

for Lloyd, ever. It always seemed in talking with him that he had something wise and 

                                                
8 Lee Blessing, phone conversation with author, Columbia, MO, November 16, 2006.  

9 Graham N. Nesmith, "Theater: A Stage Champion's Summertime Good-Bye," New York 

Times, July 18, 1999, accessed September 19, 2009. 

<http://www.nytimes.com/1999/07/18/theater/theater-a-stage-champion-s-summertime-good-
bye.html> 
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useful to say to me.”10 Israel Horovitz’s tribute to Richards at the O’Neill a year after 

Richards’s death expressed similar sentiments: “I have met many great people in my 

lucky life, Lloyd Richards among them, people of stunning integrity, people who did 

their best to teach me.”11 Playwrights’ respect, affection and gratitude to Richards 

were encapsulated by the late playwright Wendy Wasserstein, when she dubbed him 

a “black Santa Claus.”12  

Richards’s Importance to the Theatre from Actors’ 
Perspectives 

Actors who have worked with Richards are equally eloquent in their praises. 

As with playwrights, actors who worked with Richards earned numerous nominations 

and awards, including six Tony, four Drama Desk, and seven Theatre World awards. 

Actor Mary Alice’s multi-decade long relationship with Richards began at the Negro 

Ensemble Company in the mid-sixties and continued through her Tony-nominated 

performance in Fences in 1987 and beyond. Like August Wilson, Alice credits 

Richards as being instrumental in her career. In 1994 she stated, “[Richards’s 

training] has been the foundation for my career because it has given me—more than 

anything else—strength and support to pursue this profession.”13 She reiterated 

Richards’s importance to her career in 1998. “He is the one, most important person 

                                                
10

 Richard Wesley, phone conversation with author, Columbia, MO. November 26, 2006.  

11
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SFZitzCl2z4 accessed 9/26/09 10:00 p.m. 

12 Irene Backalenick, “A Lesson from Lloyd Richards: Subtle Imposition Over Auteurist 

Vision,” Theatre Week, April 16, 1990.18. 

13
 “Mary Alice” in The Actor Speaks: Actors Discuss Their Experiences and Careers, ed. Joan 

Jeffri, ed., (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1994), 8. 
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outside of myself in my career . . . He is the constant.”14 Actor, writer, and director 

Bill Duke testified to the influence Richards had on his life choices and credits him 

with providing more than training. “I can say to you quite honestly that without Lloyd 

Richards, I would not be in this business. . . Transcending the opportunities that he 

created for me and the training he gave me as a director and an actor, he gave me a 

sense of aesthetics which I utilize today in my work.”15  

 Actors who have worked with Richards often mention his generosity and 

ability to foster a safe creative environment that encouraged them to take risks, 

confident that he would support them through the process. Frances McDormand, 

interviewed while in rehearsal with Richards for Moon for the Misbegotten, explained 

the dynamics thus: “He gave me the gift of the play and in turn, I gave him my trust.”16 

That sense of safety was nurtured by reciprocity in his artistic collaborations. Angela 

Bassett explained, “He requires a great deal from you as an artist, but he also restores 

your faith and hope in what you are doing.”17  

S. Epatha Merkerson summed up Richards’s gift for working with actors as an 

innate yet extraordinary talent possessed by few directors: “I think there are some 

rare directors, who instinctively know actors. Lloyd Richards is one of those 

directors, and George Wolfe.”18 Several actors indicated that the value in studying 

                                                
14 Sharon Fitzgerald, “The Griot Wears a Watch,” American Visions, August/September 1998, 

16. 

15 Ibid.  

16 Patti Hartigan, “The Richards Mystique,” American Theatre, 8, no. 4 (July/August 1991) p. 

15. 

17
 Fitzgerald, “The Griot Wears a Watch,” 16. 

18 “S. Epatha Merkerson,” in Actors at Work: [interviews By] Rosemarie Tichler and Barry 

Jay Kaplan (New York: Faber and Faber, 2007), 225. 
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with Richards went beyond the development of craft, or being tutored in the business. 

For Ruben Santiago-Hudson, working with Richards was a tutorial in how to conduct 

yourself in life: 

I look at the notes that were given to me by a lot of directors and . . . 

sometimes it not only informs you about how to be an actor, it informs 

you about how to be a human being, especially when you’re working 

with somebody like Lloyd.”19  

Richards and African-American Presence in the 
American Theatre 

Richards was the first African American to hold leadership positions 

simultaneously in two of the most significant theatrical institutions in the country. It 

can be successfully argued that as training institutions and nurturers of early talent 

Yale School of Drama and the Eugene O’Neill Playwrights Center offered an 

opportunity to guide the trajectory of American theatre. The prestige of these 

institutions validated ideas of what was possible and acceptable on the American 

stage in a way that less visible and less prestigious organizations and institutions 

could not. Richards, in his dual roles of practitioner and bureaucrat, if one could call 

Artistic Directors bureaucrats, created a space for people of color on the American 

stage.  

As a practitioner he nurtured the talent of African-American playwrights so 

that there would be stories about African-American life and culture ready for the 

American stage. He then worked with African-American actors so that they could tell 

those stories. In his role as producer, he brought many of those stories to the 

commercial theatre and proved their viability with the general American theatre 

                                                
19

 “Ruben Santiago-Hudson,” in Actors at Work: [interviews By] Rosemarie Tichler and 
Barry Jay Kaplan (New York: Faber and Faber, 2007), 284. 
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audience. As Artistic Director at the O’Neill and Yale his commitment to theatre 

representing the multiplicity of humanity resulted in inclusive practices and increased 

the diversity of those who were invited into those institutions to develop as artists.  

Richards on his approach to working with actors 

“The Richards Mystique” offered Richards’s insights on his working 

philosophy at the Eugene O’Neill Center: “My mission is to create a place where 

failure is not a stigma but a stepping stone to achievement. . . . It is only when we fail 

and understand that failure that we can take the next step toward growth.”20 When 

Richards was interviewed about his process as a director his explanation often 

incorporated three words: ‘Solicit’ and ‘elicit’ were used to describe his goals when 

working with actors, and ‘impose’ indicated action that was antithetical to his 

working philosophy.21 Despite his reluctance to ‘impose’ interpretation on actors 

Richards had a clear vision for each role. He believed his ability to lead actors to the 

discovery he wanted them to uncover was a result of his experience as an actor and 

teacher. That experience also allowed him to find effective ways of communicating 

with individual actors so that he could bring his cast together as a functioning 

ensemble without imposing his ideas. Throughout his career Richards brought 

together many acting ensembles whose success could be seen in the acting 

nominations their members garnered. Sidney Poitier spoke of the importance of 

Richards to American theatre in Acting Teachers of America: 

                                                
20 Hartigan, “The Richards Mystique,” 14. 

21 Sandra G. Shannon, “From Lorraine Hansberry to August Wilson: An Interview with Lloyd 
Richards”, Callaloo: A Journal of African American and African Arts and Letters 14, no. 1 (1991): 

125. Also see Caroline R. Raymond, “Lloyd Richards: Reflections from the Playwrights’ Champion,” 

The Drama Review/TDR 47, no. 2 (2003), 17.  
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 [W]hen you look at Lloyd’s contribution—where he came from, the 

work he did in the theatrical community, the work he did on 

Broadway—he leaves his generation and all generations to come that 

much richer. There is no question of the deep legacy he has left us.22  

Despite his death on June 29, 2006, Richards’s legacy in the American theatre 

lives on in the artists he has touched as a director, teacher and mentor as those artists 

continue working in rehearsal halls and classrooms. Lee Blessing heads the graduate 

playwriting program at Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers University, and 

Richard Wesley is the chair of Rita and Burton Goldberg Department of Dramatic 

Writing at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts.  

Similarly actors and directors who were trained by him continue to teach and 

direct. Ron Van Lieu and A. Dean Irby, who studied with Richards at NYU, are the 

Lloyd Richards Professor and head of acting at Yale and an Associate Professor of 

Acting at Purchase College, respectively. Stephen Henderson teaches acting at the 

State University of New York at Buffalo, and Bill Duke and Ruben Santiago-Hudson 

direct professionally. Richards’s influence on the American theatre spans generations, 

and the nature of that influence deserves examination. 

While several journal articles hint at Richards’s artistic philosophy and 

process, they lack a systematic approach and leave important questions about his 

work unanswered. Additionally, none have compared Richards’s conception of his 

process to actors’ understanding of their experience working with him. Nor have the 

articles examined how his approach affected the quality of the collaboration. This 

project attempts to discover what it is like to work with Lloyd Richards, the acting 

                                                
22 Sidney Poitier, “Lloyd Richards,” in Acting Teachers of America: A Vital Tradition, ed. 

Roland Rand and Luigi Scoria (New York: Allworth Press, 2007), 230-237. 
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teacher and director, from the perspective of his acting students and professional 

actors.  

METHODOLOGY 

The Study 

Ruben Santiago-Hudson’s asserts, “It [Richards’s notes] . . . not only informs 

you about how to be an actor, it informs you about how to be a human being, 

especially when you’re working with someone like Lloyd.”23 Accepting Santiago-

Hudson’s assertion as true and working from the assumption that teaching is more 

than transferring content, I am interested in discovering how Richards’s students and 

actors perceive the influence of his mentorship on their attitudes towards the 

profession and how that relationship informed their careers and lives. 

Research Question 

The awards and honors Richards garnered throughout his career are one 

measure of his accomplishments in the American theatre. However it might be more 

instructive to measure his success by his enduring influence on the American theatre 

through the success and work product of the theatre artists who were trained and 

mentored by him. Despite his accomplishments and the prominence of his 

students/protégés there are no comprehensive, systematic studies of his acting 

pedagogy or his directing process. While his association with the O’Neill Center has 

garnered some attention for his work with playwrights, his work with actors is 

relatively unexamined. 

                                                
23

 “Ruben Santiago-Hudson,” in Actors at Work: [interviews By] Rosemarie Tichler and 

Barry Jay Kaplan (New York: Faber and Faber, 2007), 284. 
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A search of ProQuest in May of 2013 identifies forty-two dissertation or 

theses in which August Wilson or his work appears in the title. A search on the same 

day identifies only two works where Richards’s contribution to theatre is considered. 

Mark Michael Hillenbrand’s dissertation, The Great Inspirers: A mentor theory of 

playwright development, which focuses on his work with playwrights, and Robert 

Browning’s thesis, The Theatrical Career of Lloyd Richards (Black actor, director, 

educator) which looks at Richards’s career as a whole. The paucity of information on 

Richards’s work with actors is lamentable, but on reconsideration unsurprising. 

Unlike playwrights or movie directors who leave behind reliable artifacts of their 

work; the artifact of a theatre director’s work resides in the memories of his 

collaborators and the audience who experienced his work. The Lincoln Center 

Library Digital Collection of Broadway productions is a poor representation of a 

director’s craft. Although videos are vital resources, watching a production on video 

cannot recreate the communal feeling that a great production engenders when the 

audiences laugh, cry, sigh, and breathe with actors during a live performance.  

 While reviews of productions are useful to scholars, they are the response of 

one person to a director’s products and are rarely concerned with, or have the access 

to, explore a director’s process. There are many books on directing theory and others 

on best practices, but few texts document how directors put theory into practice. In 

writing her 2003 dissertation, Rehearsal, A Story Map: A Critical Analysis of First-

Person Narratives about Theatrical Rehearsals, Margaret Kathleen Sinnett 

acknowledged the dearth of information regarding directors’ interactions with actors; 

little has changed since then. Nor are there many comprehensive studies about a 
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director or acting teacher’s process from the perspective of the students and actor they 

work with. Books like Acting Teachers of America begin the investigation of acting 

teacher-actor interactions by offering short interviews by pairs of acting teachers and 

students briefly discussing their work together. The interviews are too short to offer 

insight into pedagogy or directing practice. Although Actors at Work, a collection of 

interviews with actors discussing their process and influences, is a more in depth 

exploration of the actor, it is not a comprehensive study of a director’s work with 

actors from the perspective of various collaborators. Often the literature we have on 

directing practice are reflections of directors on their work, not actually 

documentation of that work. In that respect, although worthy of documenting, the 

lack of information on Richards’s practice is not unexpected. 

Richards’s relationships with actors and students have seemingly left a legacy 

of goodwill, and his actors have gone on to amass impressive bodies of work. How 

did his approach to teaching and directing bring about that result? This study will 

explore Richards’s work as a teacher, director, and mentor of actors in an attempt to 

identify how his students and protégés experienced his process. It will attempt to 

explicate Richards’s specific practices in his classrooms and rehearsal halls that 

contributed to his actors’ evaluation of their experiences. Additionally the study will 

work to identify Richards’s understanding of his approach to working with actors and 

analyze how his students’ experience of working or studying with him relates to his 

stated intentions.  
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Design of the Study 

This project seeks to understand Lloyd Richards’s theatrical practices as 

teacher and director through multiple case analyses examining how his students and 

actors interpret and attribute meaning to their experiences working with him. This 

qualitative study will be primarily inductive in that it is undertaken as an inquiry of 

discovery instead of a deductive inquiry to prove hypotheses. Therefore the design of 

the study will be emergent and flexible, able to incorporate discoveries and adjust as 

new information is discovered. 

 In multicase studies each individual case belongs to the collection of cases 

being studied because they share a commonality, be it a characteristic, condition, or 

experience that binds them into a category. This grouping of cases is called the 

quintain. The quintain, the characteristic of the category, is the target of the study in 

multicase analysis.24 It is the condition or phenomenon that we want to know more 

about; therefore in this study, the experience of working or studying with Lloyd 

Richards is the quintain.  

In qualitative multicase study individual cases are studied in depth to gain 

understanding of their complexity, without immediately relating the individual case to 

the other cases in category or quintain. Once a full examination of the individual 

cases has been done, the assertions that emerge from each case are analyzed across 

cases to gain insight into the quintain. This multicase study is made up of seven cases, 

representing seven actors who interacted with Richards. The participants (individual 

                                                
24

 Robert E. Stake, Multiple Case Study Analysis, (New York, NY: The Guilford Press, 2006), 
5-6. 
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cases) are Stephen McKinley Henderson, Ron Van Lieu, A. Dean Irby, Rosalyn 

Coleman, Ruben Santiago-Hudson, Michele Shay, and Roger Robinson.  

The cases in this study are grouped into three general contexts,25 situations 

under which the participant’s interaction with Richards took place. The first context is 

the classroom. Richards taught acting classes at the Paul Mann Studio, at his own 

studio, at the Negro Ensemble, New York University, Hunter College, Yale School of 

Drama, The Actors Center, and other institutions. For three of the included case 

studies, Henderson, Van Lieu, and Irby, primary interactions with Richards were in 

the context of the classroom. The second context for Richards’s interaction with the 

participants was in the professional theatre. Four participants, Coleman, Santiago-

Hudson, Shay, and Robinson, were actors under Richards’s direction. Although 

Coleman, Shay, and Robinson, were directed by Richards on various occasions, the 

primary professional context investigated for this study is the experience of the 

aforementioned three and Santiago-Hudson during the development of Seven Guitars. 

The third context under which Richards’s interactions with actors is considered for 

this study is during the 2001 Master Class Scene Study workshop organized by J. 

Michael Miller.26 Four of the seven respondents, Henderson, Irby, Coleman, and 

Santiago-Hudson took part in the workshop. For the actors who interacted with 

Richards in both of the first two contexts, the context in which they are grouped is the 

context that offered the most information pertaining to this study. For example, 

                                                
25 Stake, Multiple Case Study Analysis, 12. 

26
 The year of the Master Class Scene Study Workshop is in contention. Although the reports 

of their experience indicate the participants attended the same workshop, they have given different 

dates for the workshop. Irby, Henderson, and Coleman gave the years 1997, 2001, and 2003 as the date 

of the workshop, respectively.  However Miller gives the year as 2001, and that is the year I use for the 
workshop in this study. 
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Coleman and Robinson both studied with Richards, Coleman for a short time at Yale 

School of Drama and Robinson for an extended period of time during the early 1960s 

at Richards’s acting studio. However the majority of the information they provided to 

this study pertains to their time working with Richards in the professional theatre, 

therefore they are both grouped in context two—actors working under Richards’s 

direction in the professional theatre. 

Contexts:  

1) Studying with Richards in a classroom: Henderson, Van Lieu, Irby 

2) Directed by Richards in the professional theatre: Coleman, Santiago-

Hudson, Shay, Robinson 

3) Participants in Richards’s Master Class: Henderson, Irby, Coleman, 

Santiago-Hudson 

Once the individual case studies are analyzed the assertions or themes that 

emerge are then compared across the case studies to develop a deeper understanding 

of the quintain, actors’ understanding of their experience working with Richards.  

The Third Context—A Master Class in Scene Study 

 Michael Miller was one of the founding officers of the New York University 

Tisch School of the Arts in 1965.27 Miller hired Lloyd Richards to teach in the acting 

program at Tisch in1966, and made him head of the acting program the following 

year. In addition to being at Tisch during its inaugural year, Miller is the founding 

president of the League of Professional Theatre Training Programs, and in 1996 he 

                                                
27

 “Faculty Development Opportunities,” The Kennedy Center, accessed April 27, 2013, 

www.kennedy-center.org/education/actf/actffaculty.html. 
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established The Actors Center as a place where professional artists could continue 

their development and acting teachers could hone their teaching skills. Miller and 

Richards’s relationship lasted over forty years, from their time at NYU until 

Richards’s death in 2006. Richards was actively involved with The Actors Center, 

serving on the board and teaching workshops there after he retired from Yale School 

of Drama.  

In 2001when Miller first suggested Richards convene a group of his former 

students in a scene-study workshop Richards was not receptive to the idea. Despite 

Richards’s initial reluctance, however, he agreed to conduct the Master Scene-Study 

Workshop, and renowned actors of theatre, film, and television including Cicely 

Tyson, Mary Alice, Paul Butler, and Courtney Vance, who had studied or had been 

directed by Richards, returned to the classroom to once more benefit from Richards’s 

expertise. Miller reports that everyone in the studio was nervous to be there, and the 

most nervous of all was Richards.28 At the end of the four-day series of classes 

Richards reported being pleased with the experience. The workshop was a rare 

occasion for a master teacher to return to the classroom with his star pupils—anyone 

who manages to make a living as a professional actor is a star in my calculation—and 

test and be tested by them. Although it is not uncommon for professional actors to 

work with coaches throughout their career to brush up on their skills, it is rare for 

actors with well-established careers, some who are teachers themselves, to return to 

the classroom and accept student status as they are put through their paces once more 

in the presence of other equally established actors. Four of the respondents, 

                                                
28

 J. Michael Miller with Rosalyn Coleman, interviewed by author, New York, NY, January 

12, 2011.  
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Henderson, Irby, Coleman and Santiago-Hudson, participated in the workshop, and 

the impression the experience left on them resulted in its inclusion in the study. 

Selection of participants 

 Sampling was purposeful as all respondents needed to have had significant 

contact with Richards in his capacity as an acting teacher or director either as a 

student or professional actor. Significant contact is defined as interaction over an 

extended time period, as in the time necessary to mount a full production or 

participate in a series of classes.  

J. Michael Miller, the key informant on this research project, is an admirer of 

Richards as a teacher and director.29  

There was something about him, always, that people listened to. He had 

a depth. He had a depth of understanding that nobody else had. He was 

sixteen years older than me and I was his boss. I learned more from that 

man than anybody else I’ve ever learned anything from in this world 

and I’ve learned from a lot of really good people. There was something 

really special about this man.30 

Miller is a passionate advocate for recognizing Richards’s contribution to the 

American theatre and Richards’s role as mentor to African-American theatre artists. 

Miller’s belief in the importance of Richards’s contribution to the American theatre 

made him a willing facilitator of this research. Their long relationship and 

intersecting careers meant that they knew many of the same theatre practitioners. 

Serving as the key informant on the project, Miller provided contact information for 

many of the respondents and allowed me to use his name as bona fide with others. 

                                                
29 A “key informant” is a knowledgeable insider who is willing to serve as a conduit to other 

informants or offer guidance on the process. Robert S. Weiss, Learning from Strangers: the Art and 

Method of Qualitative Interview Studies (New York: Free Press, 1995), 20-21. 

30 Miller 2011. 
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The case studies whose participation came directly through Miller were Irby and Van 

Lieu, who attended NYU’s graduate program; Coleman, who sometimes teaches at 

The Actors Center; and Henderson, who had studied with Richards there. In turn 

Henderson provided entre to Shay and Robinson. In my outreach to Santiago-

Hudson’s agent, I evoked both Henderson’s and Miller’s name. 

 Although the number of potential respondents was sizeable, there was never a 

need to create a means to limit the number of participants. Everyone who was 

interested in participating and found the time to do so was included in the study. 

Data Collection  

Interviews 

Interviews were the primary form of data collection. Interviews were semi-

structured, and limited only by the respondent’s schedule or sense of having said all 

they needed to. Respondents who agreed to participate were sent a release form 

electronically or via the United States Postal Service, and a mutually convenient time 

was arranged to conduct the interviews. With the exception of Rosalyn Coleman, 

whom I interviewed and recorded in person in New York, all interviews were 

conducted over the telephone, and recorded with the agreement of the participant. 

Each respondent’s interview was then transcribed, and the respondent was sent a copy 

of the audio file and transcript either by email, the United States Postal Service, or 

both. If there were questions regarding the content of the interviews I contacted the 

respondent via email requesting clarification. Once the interviews were analyzed and 

a case-study was created, each respondent was sent a copy of his or her chapter to 

verify that it accurately represented the information they had shared. The respondents 
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were given a “return by deadline” so that they knew the timeframe within which they 

could ask for changes, and also the deadline gave me permission to proceed if I had 

not heard back from respondents after making several attempts to contact them by 

email and telephone.  

Documents  

Documents used in this study include unpublished archival material from the 

Lloyd Richards Papers at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, books, 

journal articles, newspaper clippings, DVDs, digital recordings of Richards’s 

interviews and panel participations posted online. A detailed literature review appears 

later in this chapter.  

Data Analysis 

As stated, interviews are the primary data source used in this study. Despite 

never having had the opportunity to interview Richards I will use his published and 

video-recorded interviews to create a biographical narrative. I will also analyze the 

same materials to construct a coherent picture of Richards’s views regarding the 

function of theatre and his approach to working with actors. Identifying recurring 

patterns and sorting those patterns into themes serves as a means of gaining deeper 

insight into Richards’s philosophy regarding theatre and his approach to working with 

actors. 

Respondents’ interviews are the foundation of the associated case studies and 

are analyzed to identify recurring patterns as a means of identifying themes. With 

minimal or no reference to other cases, each case study will be examined to gain full 

understanding of that actor’s understanding of his or her relationship with Richards 
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and the effect that relationship has had on career and life choices. Once the individual 

case studies are complete, a cross case analysis will be done comparing the themes 

that emerged for their prevalence across cases. Additionally, the themes that emerged 

regarding process will also be compared to Richards’s stated goals when working 

with actors to see how well or how poorly they align. The result of the cross case 

analysis will produce information that contributes to our understanding of the 

quintain, the experience of working or studying with Richards as an actor.  

Organization 

The dissertation is structured in eleven chapters. Chapter One introduces the 

study and explains the methodology. Chapters Two and Three use archival material, 

journal articles, and video recordings of panel appearances and interviews that 

Richards gave throughout his career to present Richards in his own words. I 

reconstruct his biography in Chapter Two as a means of presenting Richards in his 

time and his context. As referenced previously, Ruben Santiago-Hudson asserted that 

the notes Richards gave as a director not only helped in creating a role, but were also 

useful instructions on life. Therefore, if we are to examine Richards’s impact on the 

careers and lives of the actors he worked with it seems necessary to present 

Richards’s life fully and not just confined within the context of the theatre.  

The next eight chapters present an analysis of the data. Chapter Three 

articulates Richards’s philosophy on the function of theatre and his approach to 

working with actors. The next seven chapters are case studies created from 

information in the participants’ interviews. Chapters Four, Five and Six (Henderson, 

Van Lieu, and Irby, respectively) explore experiences related to Context One, the 
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classroom, and document the participant’s understanding of how studying with 

Richards affected his career and life. Chapters Seven through Ten are case studies of 

Santiago-Hudson, Coleman, Shay, and Robinson respectively. The last four case 

studies analyze the actors’ experience of working with Richards in the professional 

theatre during the development of Seven Guitars. Chapter Eleven, the final chapter, 

uses cross case comparisons to understand the commonality and differences in the 

participants’ experience of working with Richards and makes assertions regarding the 

ways in which Richards’s approach to teaching and making theatre had an impact on 

the participants’ lives. It pinpoints practices specific to Richards’s process that 

contributed to the actors’ understanding of their experiences. Additionally the final 

chapter identifies the implications of the findings of the study on theatre scholarship, 

pedagogy, and actor training. 

Validity and Reliability 

Situational Collusion 

Despite scrutinizing playbills, inspecting graduation rolls, and contacting the 

agents of Richards’s former students and actors in an attempt at casting a wide net for 

respondents the majority of participants in the study were connected through Miller, 

the key informant. The self-selecting nature of the respondents is an unavoidable 

limitation in a study of this design. Additionally, while using a key informant and 

taking advantage of the “snowball effect” are beneficial, it is important to note that 

doing so has a possible disadvantage.31 If informants and respondents recommend 

                                                
31

 Snowball effect in qualitative research refers to the practice of respondents recommending 

others who might meet the necessary criteria to participate a study. Miller connecting me with 
Henderson, who then connected me to Shay and Robinson, is an example of a small snowball effect.  
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people who share their views of the experience it can result in an echo chamber of 

converging points-of-view without the modulating effect of a dissenting voice or 

different perspectives, thereby giving a false presentation of universality.  

The respondents’ commitment to the project was a result of the goodwill they 

felt towards Richards and their desire to have his contribution to American theatre 

documented and publicized. Miller, the key informant on this study, made clear that 

the reason for his participation is his anticipation that this study will document 

Richards’s philosophy about theatre and perhaps publicize Richards’s legacy. The 

probability that the participants he recommended are in agreement with him and each 

other regarding Richards’s positive effect and importance in the theatre is high. Their 

commitment to the project came from their deeply held belief that Richards’s 

approach to creating theatre resulted in great and meaningful art, and his practice 

should be celebrated and his philosophy embraced and publicized.  

This convergence of viewpoints is not detrimental to the project because what 

the study strives to comprehend is how these specific participants’ understand their 

experience studying or working with Richards. The study is not meant to establish a 

“universal” or “standard” experience that pertains to all Richards’s actors and 

students.  

Corroboration 

As mentioned previously, each participant was sent an audio copy and 

transcript of their interview and a draft of their case study. This procedure served to 

corroborate the written case study’s accuracy in presenting the participant’s 
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experience. All participants acknowledged the drafts of their case study as an accurate 

reflection of the information they had shared in their interview.  

The number of participants who share a context offered opportunities for 

triangulation, another form of corroboration. In both cases, corroboration was not 

meant to confirm the participant’s reflection, but instead to increase the likelihood 

that the researcher, me, has accurately understood the participant’s contribution. In 

Context I, the classroom, Henderson’s experience with Richards was separated by 

time and set in a different educational environment from that of Van Lieu and Irby’s 

studies at NYU. Van Lieu and Irby’s studies overlapped chronologically offering an 

opportunity for triangulation. Despite the separation in time between Van Lieu and 

Irby’s time in the classroom and that of Henderson, it is still possible to compare the 

experiences of those participants to recognize consistency or change of time. The 

participants who were in Seven Guitars and those who attended the Master Scene-

Study Workshop interacted with Richards in the same time and place, and that allows 

for even more direct triangulation.  

Researcher’s Bias and Assumptions 

I began this study with great respect for Lloyd Richards. I saw his Broadway 

productions of Fences, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, and Two Trains Running. 

While I enjoyed Fences, and Two Trains Running, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone 

became a touchstone in my pursuit of theatre. Whenever I question, or am questioned 

about the relevancy of theatre, I return to the experience of watching Joe Turner with 

a heterogeneous audience, and hearing the audience gasp in unison, sob in unison, 

and suspend breathing in unison as Delroy Lindo’s fearless performance danced near 
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the line the dividing the ludicrous from the sublime, yet always stayed on the right 

side of genius. That production reminded me of the power of theatre to move human 

beings and create communities for the duration of a performance. I am aware that my 

great respect for his work may affect my objectivity. Additionally my initial 

interviews with artists regarding their collaboration with Richards have been 

unreservedly positive. Despite an attempt at neutrality, my preparation for this project 

leads me to expect that most actors have had positive relationships with Richards. It is 

necessary to keep in mind that no-one can have positive relationships with everyone 

they work with, and I will need to remain open to, listen for, and respect the alternate 

experience. 

Additionally, research done in preparation for this study has created an 

expectation of a Socratic approach to Richards’s pedagogy. This assumption results 

from Richards’s discussion of his approach to his work and the reports of a few of his 

collaborators.32 In crafting research questions it was important to correct for this 

assumption in order to allow a faceted image of Richards’s process to emerge.  

Literature Review 

Despite Richards’s influence on American theatrical institutions and 

practitioners, his career has not yet resulted in dissertations or book-length studies. 

Robert Browning’s 67-page thesis, “The Theatrical Career of Lloyd Richards,” was 

completed in 1985. Browning offers an overview of Richards’s professional career 

but does not investigate his creative process when working with either playwrights or 
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 Lee Blessing and Richard Wesley discussed the Socratic nature of Richards’s process when 

working with playwrights.  
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actors. Most of the scholarship written on Richards’s work has focused on new play 

development and his work with playwrights. These include Mark Michael 

Hillenbrand’s dissertation, The Great Inspirers: A mentor theory of playwright 

development, and a significant number of articles such as Douglas Anderson’s “The 

Dream Machine: Thirty Years of New Play Development in America,” Dan Isaac’s 

“The O’Neill Memorial Theatre Center: A Place for Playwrights,” Joel Schechter’s 

“American Dramaturgs,” Sandra G. Shannon’s “Subtle Imposition: The Lloyd 

Richards—August Wilson Formula,” Richard Pettengill’s “Alternatives. . . Opposites. 

. . Convergences: An Interview with Lloyd Richards,” and Caroline R. Raymond’s 

“Lloyd Richards: Reflections from the Playwrights’ Champion.”  

Other articles offer a broad overview of Richards’s career. These include Patty 

Hartigan’s “The Richards Mystique,” N. Graham Nesmith’s “Lloyd Richards: 

Reminiscence of a Theatre Life and Beyond,” Renfreu Neff’s article, “A Talk with 

Lloyd Richards,” and Sharon Fitzgerald’s “The Griot Wears a Watch.” Each of these 

articles provides general biographical information and records Richards’s directing 

philosophy as it relates to theatre in general, but none focus exclusively on or 

thoroughly delve into his process of working with actors. N. Graham Nesmith’s 

article documents Richards’s biography, career, and several of his working 

relationships but does not investigate his process or technique with actors. Anderson 

quotes Mary Alice and Bill Duke regarding Richards’s significance to their careers, 

but Anderson does not pursue the topic and offers no exploration of how Richards 

influenced them. Patty Hartigan’s interview with Frances McDormand (who played 

Josie in Richards’s Moon for the Misbegotten) does address Richards’s work with 
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actors, but does not attempt an in-depth exploration of his process. A few books of 

interviews with actors discussing their process mentions Richards’s importance to 

specific actors without closely examining his process. These include Mary Alice in 

The Actor Speaks: Actors Discuss Their Experiences and Careers, Ruben Santiago-

Hudson and S. Epatha Merkerson in Actors at Work, and Sidney Poitier in Acting 

Teachers of America. I have not discovered any studies that examine Richards’s 

working relationship with an actor in the manner that Sandra G. Shannon does his 

working process with a playwright, August Wilson, in “Subtle Imposition: The Lloyd 

Richards—August Wilson Formula.” While “Subtle Impositions” exploration of the 

binary creative relationship between Richards and Wilson would not be an 

appropriate model for this undertaking, it and other journal articles provide important 

contextual information about Richards’s biography and philosophy that will be useful 

to my study. 

Videos and transcripts of video interviews given by Richards on various 

occasions will also be an important source of information for this qualitative study, 

including his interviews for the Academy of Achievement, American Theatre Wing: 

Working in the Theatre and National Visionary Leadership Project posted on their 

websites in which Richards discusses his career and directorial philosophy, the 

Theatre Communication Group’s Oral History Project: Preserving the Legacy, and 

The City University of New York’s Spotlight series.  
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CHAPTER 2: A BIOGRAPHY OF LLOYD 
RICHARDS 

“You knew that nobody was better than you.” 

 

 

1. Lloyd Richards 
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Despite the prodding of friends and colleagues, director Lloyd Richards 

(1919-2006) did not write an autobiography, a manual documenting his process as a 

theatre practitioner, or a précis explicating his philosophy on the function of theatre in 

society. Luckily for history, Richards granted several interviews that documented his 

life, his process and experiences in the theatre during his illustrious career. Some of 

these interviews were granted to theatre scholars, and graduate students, and others 

were a part of an attempt by arts or civic institutions to document the cultural history 

of the United States. Sandra G. Shannon’s “From Lorraine Hansberry to August 

Wilson: An Interview with Lloyd Richards” (1991), N. Graham Nesmith’s “Lloyd 

Richards: Reminiscence of a Theatre Life and Beyond” (2005), and Renfreu Neff’s 

“A Talk with Lloyd Richards” (1988), offer overviews of Richards’s life and 

approach to working in the theatre. Caroline R. Raymond’s “Lloyd Richards: 

Reflections from the Playwrights’ Champion” (2003), Irene Backalenick’s “A Lesson 

from Lloyd Richards: Subtle Impositions Over Auteurist Vision,” Sharon Fitzgerald’s 

“The Griot Wears a Watch” (1998) incorporate some discussion regarding his 

process.  

Richards videotaped an in-depth, autobiographical interview for the National 

Visionary Leadership Project, an organization founded by Camille O. Crosby and 

Renee Poussaint, whose mission is to preserve and distribute the wisdom of African-

American visionary leaders. In 1991 he was interviewed for the Academy of 

Achievement (AOA), whose stated mission is “to bring students face-to-face with the 

extraordinary leaders, the visionaries and pioneers who have helped shaped our 
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world.”33 He also participated in the Theatre Communications Group Oral History 

Project, Preserving the Legacy, which documents the history of the not-for-profit 

theatre movement.  

Additionally, throughout his career several of Richards’s appearances on 

panels and interview programs to discuss the responsibilities and realities of a career 

in the theatre were videotaped for posterity. In 1990 he was the guest on two 

segments of Spotlight, a television program produced by City University of New 

York (CUNY) and hosted by Ed Wilson. In 2001 he was interviewed by Pia 

Lindstrom for American Theatre Wings’ Career Guides –The Director. He was a 

frequent panelist on The American Theatre Wings’ Working in the Theatre Seminars. 

He served on several panels including the Playwright-Director (1987), New Play 

Development (1994), and Playwright, Director and Choreographer (1995 and 2003). 

These documents are a rich archive of Richards’s perspective on his life and career 

and serve as windows into Richards’s philosophy and process as a theatre 

practitioner.  

 The consistency of incidents and references found in these various interviews 

suggest that Richards was a man who had reflected on his life and career and had 

honed his personal narrative to reflect the experiences and people who were central to 

the person and practitioner he became. By analyzing these interviews and others, I 

hope to reconstruct Richards’s personal narrative to discover his perspective on the 

role theatre played in his life and to better understand how that role guided his 

interaction with the theatre community as actor, director, producer, and mentor.  

                                                
33

  Richards Lloyd, “Lloyd Richards,” Academy of Achievement, February 15, 1991, accessed 

July 13, 2009,http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/ric0int-1.  
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THE SEED 

Birth and Migration 

Lloyd Richards’s parents, Albert George Richards, a master carpenter, and 

Rose Isabelle Coote, were Jamaican immigrants who met in Canada. Despite Rose’s 

family’s resistance, the couple married and began a family. Lloyd and his siblings, 

older brother Allan, sister Joyce and brother William (Buddy) were born in Canada.34 

When Lloyd was around four years old his father responded to a flyer advertising jobs 

for $5.00 per day working in Henry Ford’s plant in Detroit.35 Albert Richards 

immigrated to Detroit, and Rose and the four children followed soon after. The family 

thrived in East Detroit, and their economic progress convinced them to begin the 

process of purchasing a house in North Detroit, but before they could settle into a new 

life in North Detroit, Albert Richards was stricken with and died from diphtheria 

paralysis of the throat in 1929.36  

A Father’s Death  

Albert’s death during the depression was a profound emotional and economic 

blow to the remaining family of six, which now included Max, Richards’s youngest 

brother, who was born after the family moved to Detroit. Although various relatives 

offered to take in one child here and another there, Rose Richards was determined to 

                                                
34

 Preserving the Legacy: Volume Two. Lloyd Richards, Gordon Davidson, Tonen Sara 

O'Connor, DVD, (New York: Theatre Communications Group, Inc., 2003). 

35 Although “The Griot Wears a Watch” lists the potential wages as $8.00 per day, I have 

decided to use $5.00 because The Academy of Achievement and several other sources use that
 
number.
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keep her family intact.37 After Richards’s father died, the family lost the house that 

they had begun buying in North Detroit and moved to West Detroit where the entire 

family worked in or outside the house to contribute to the family’s welfare. 38 Rose 

took in laundry and worked in kitchens; Allan, the eldest son, took a job; Lloyd 

delivered newspapers, sold The Ladies Home Journal, shined shoes, cleaned up in a 

barber shop, and did various other odd jobs to help the family.39 The household 

chores, washing, ironing, and cleaning were shared by the family, with the caveat that 

Joyce, the lone girl in the family, was barred from going on her knees to scrub floors, 

for anyone, including her family. Rose Richards deemed scrubbing floors to be men’s 

work. The family’s combined efforts and assistance from Aid to Dependent Children 

allowed them to survive.  

                                                
37  Lloyd Richards, “Lloyd Richards,” Academy of Achievement, February 15, 1991, accessed 

July 13, 2009, http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/ric0int-1.  

38
 Lloyd Richards. Preserving the Legacy. 

 39 Lloyd Richards, Academy of Achievement.  

http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/ric0pro-1
http://www.achievement.org/autodoc/page/ric0pro-1
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A Mother’s Blindness  

 

2. Lloyd Richards and his mother Rose Isabelle Coote 

When Lloyd was thirteen, tragedy again visited the family. Rose Richards lost her 

sight, through what Richards believed was the result of drops used during a visit to 

the ophthalmologist.40 Despite her loss of vision, Rose Richards was a formidable 

woman of great fortitude. Richards described her as someone who did the impossible. 

“She was someone to be reckoned with. Rose Richards was not above picking up the 

phone to call the mayor. She would let him know what was wrong and what should 

                                                
40

 N. Graham Nesmith, “Lloyd Richards: Reminiscence of a Theatre Life and Beyond,” 
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be fixed.”41 Despite the family’s financial hardship during the depression, Rose 

Richards was determined that her children would go to college. Richards remembered 

being raised with pride and the expectation that you would “do something to better 

yourself, to better your life,” and being taught that no one was better than you were. 

This sense of being as good as anyone else was perpetuated by his Aunt Mae and 

other members of his mother’s side of the extended family.42  

I remember my old aunt, the head of the family, she would say, "You 

are a Coote." That was my mother's maiden name. "And a Coote 

does..." And she'd go on. You listened to Aunt May, and you did what 

she said.43 

And Lloyd and his siblings lived up to the expectation of their family. His 

sister Joyce went to college and became a stenographer. William (Buddy) was trained 

at Henry Ford Training School and ultimately left to get a degree in Law. Max, the 

youngest, became a teacher.44  

Childhood  

Despite the death of his father, his mother’s blindness, and the family’s 

financial difficulties, Richards did not remember the sense of being poor. “We always 

had coal oil lamps as standby for when the electricity got shut off, all of that. . . I 

remember a time when we had tapioca for dinner because that was all we had there 

was nothing else in the house, but I don’t remember being poor.”45 

                                                
41 Lloyd Richards, Academy of Achievement.  

42 Ibid.  

43 Ibid.  

44 Nesmith, “Reminiscence,” 282. 

45
 Richards Lloyd, “Lloyd Richards, National Visionary,” National Visionary Leadership 

Project, accessed May 12, 2013, http://www.visionaryproject.com/richardslloyd/. 

http://www.visionaryproject.com/richardslloyd/
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 Richards recalled a childhood of riding bicycles and playing baseball in the 

streets and swimming. With his family’s expectations of the children doing something 

to better themselves, Richards looked around his neighborhood during the depression 

for inspiration. He saw that the doctor, lawyer, minister, social worker, and teacher 

were at the height of his social world and were examples of what was feasible. At an 

early age, Lloyd aspired to be a lawyer. He saw himself as working to save the less 

fortunate.  

The dream that I dared to have was law. I’d somehow been impressed 

by Clarence Darrow. I saw myself—I didn’t advertise it much—but I 

was the new Clarence Darrow. I would stand in the courtroom and I 

would save the downtrodden and the put-upon in every respect. Most of 

my dreams were in that area. That’s where we were allowed to dream 

or encouraged to dream. The professions were perceived as a way out.46  

In addition to perceiving the professions as a way out from under economic 

hardship and offering social status and usefulness of purpose, Richards also admitted 

that his attraction to the law was probably, “my initial recognition of my flair for 

dramatics.”47  

Wayne University-Expectations Fulfilled  

On graduation from high school, Richards could not afford to go to university. 

But Rose Richards was determined that her children be educated, and she set about to 

remove whatever obstacle was keeping Lloyd out of school:  

I guess I have the unique distinction—it’s an embarrassing one—of my 

mother going to the university and trying to get me a job there if I 

registered somewhere, to pay a little bit of my tuition, which she 

managed to do. It was embarrassing because nobody else’s mother took 

them to college, for heaven sakes. So I did do that, and I got a job. They 

                                                
46 “Lloyd Richards, National Visionary.”  

47 Nesmith, “Reminiscence,” 282.  
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gave me a job a couple of hours a day working, running the elevator in 

the main building at Wayne University.48 

Richards worked the elevators, mopped and waxed floors at Wayne University (later 

Wayne State University) as a student employee. On learning that his fellow elevator 

operator was also attending school but making more money doing the same job, 

Richards switched from student employee to fulltime city worker.49  

Although Richards had entered Wayne University as a pre-law student, soon 

an earlier love was calling his attention. In several interviews Richards traces his 

interest in theatre to his experience in reciting Shakespeare (MacBeth) in elementary 

school and being the youngest vestryman in his church.50 Richards recalled Detroit as 

being a major city on the theatre circuit and the number three city in the country for 

radio during his time at Wayne State. Many of these theatre and radio professionals 

were on the faculty of Wayne State.51 Richards did not join the theatre program or 

have many opportunities to do theatre at Wayne State because there were few roles 

for aspiring black actors to play.52 However he found opportunities in radio where 

“the voice was not necessarily a reflection of the color of your face.”53 In what would 

be one of Richards’s tenets for longevity in theatre, he trained in a way that would 

make him indispensable in radio. At Wayne University he acted, directed, did sound 

                                                
48

 Preserving the Legacy. 

49
 Preserving the Legacy. 
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 Preserving the Legacy, Fitzgerald, “The Griot Wears a Watch” and “The Director: Lloyd 

Richards,” American Theatre Wing-Career Guide, October 2001, accessed May 12, 2013, 

http://americantheatrewing.org/careerguides/detail/the_director_2/. 
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and all things that one did in radio.54 In addition he worked through Wayne State’s 

speakers bureau where community organizations would call seeking a speaker on a 

specific topic. Having been involved with national poetry contests Richards also 

worked for Wayne University’s Readers Bureau that provided speakers to 

organizations seeking readers of poetry and other subjects.55 The bureaus paid $5 per 

engagement.56 

 A Change of Mind  

Eventually the time came when Richards needed to make a commitment to 

pre-law as a major and he found he could not. Although the only African-American 

actors he had as examples who could make a living in theatre were Paul Robeson and 

Canada Lee, Richards felt he needed to choose theatre over the seeming security of 

law. He had decided that, for him, security was not money in the bank, a piece of 

land, or a house, but it was getting up in the morning and not counting the hours until 

work was over.57 Richards explained his decision thusly, “When I went into theater, I 

didn’t go into it because it was a job. I went into theatre because I was choosing a 

way of life.”58  

In several interviews discussing his decision to become a theatre practitioner, 

Richards traced his initial interest back to his recitation of Shakespeare and his 

experience as a vestryman. In explaining the significance of these experiences, 

                                                
54 Lloyd Richards, Academy of Achievement.  

55 Nesmith. “Reminiscence,” 283. 

56 Lloyd Richards, Academy of Achievement.   

57
 Fitzgerald, “The Griot Wears a Watch,” and Preserving the Legacy. 

58
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Richards often cited the beauty and power of language to move people. He pointed to 

this experience in his 1991 interview for the Academy of Achievement. 

I was asked to stand up in front of the class and do it. I did it and I 

found myself saying beautiful words, phrases, thoughts that I agreed 

with, and I found myself expressing myself through someone else's 

words. There were people there and they responded; a connection was 

made. And I guess there was a connection made in me, that I felt 

something, or received something in that. That was deeply satisfying.59  

He revisited the point in his 2001 conversation with Pia Lindstrom for the American 

Theatre Wing Guide to Careers in the Theatre, explaining how being introduced to 

the language of Shakespeare and the Bible identified theatre as the place where he 

wanted to be.  

That was meaningful language and it happened in the theatre. And that 

was where I wanted to be. I thought it was a place where I could affect 

people’s minds, people’s hearts. People. I could affect their interchange 

with one another. So I went into theatre as a way of life. ”60  

Richards again identified the ten minutes recitation as being formative in making him 

aware of the power that language had to affect people, and how knowing he was able 

to move people with words affected him.61 It was the awareness of that interchange 

between performer and audience and his enjoyment of it that influenced his decision 

to go into theatre even with a keen awareness of the challenges inherent in the 

choice.62  

                                                
59

 Lloyd Richards, Academy of Achievement.  

60
 “The Director: Lloyd Richards,” American Theatre Wing-Career Guide, October 2001, 

accessed May 12, 2013, http://americantheatrewing.org/careerguides/detail/the_director_2/.  

61
 Preserving the Legacy. 

62
 Nesmith, “Reminiscence,” 283.  



 

 

39 

Despite the lack of roles for African-American actors in Wayne State’s theatre 

program and scarcity of professional African-American actors, save for Canada Lee 

and Paul Robeson, Richards made the decision to affect peoples’ minds and hearts 

instead of choosing security. But graduation and a career in theatre had to wait while 

World War II roared on.  

A Calculated Decision: World War II and The Tuskegee 
Airmen  

 

3. Richards in training with the Tuskegee Airmen 
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In 1944 Richards volunteered to serve in the Army Air Corps. It was a 

calculated decision. Richards’s older brother Allan had been first drafted.63 With his 

brother away and his father deceased, Richard’s responsibility for his mother’s 

support gave him status as head of household and a deferment from conscription. 

However, that deferment was withdrawn, and Lloyd felt sure he would be sent 

overseas. Additionally, the aggressive form of racism that the Nazis practiced was “a 

bell” that Richards felt he had to respond to. 64 In an effort to have some choice in 

how his inevitable military service came about, Richards volunteered for the pilot 

training to join the famed Tuskegee airmen.65 He was sent to Biloxi, Mississippi for 

training and examination.  

Before reporting for training in Biloxi, Richards had previously visited the 

deep South to stand in as head of family at his sister’s wedding in Virginia. Changing 

trains in Washington D.C. presented Richards with a rude education in American 

racism.  

When we changed trains in Washington, DC, we were ushered to the 

front car. This car was different from the one on the other train. This 

car had poor seats and screens in the places of windows. We got on this 

train and pulled out, heading for Virginia. We still had the steam 

engines then, so when it started to puff, the black smoke would come in 

through the screens. This experience was shocking and very hurtful. 

This was my introduction to segregation. I had experienced it before, 

but not like that-not with the Capitol in the background.66  
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His experience training in Biloxi did not belie his original impression of the 

South. Richards recalled one of his Captain’s favorite lines, “One thing: Don’t fuck 

around with my women.”67 Richards certified as a pilot bombardier at a time when the 

army was not looking for black pilots, and was sent to South Dakota, then Florida, 

before making it to Tuskegee for training.68 World War II ended while Richards was 

still in training at Tuskegee and he never saw action overseas.69 Although given the 

opportunity to remain in the Army Air Corps, Richards left the military to return to 

Detroit and complete his education.  

A Return to Detroit 

Feeding Soul—These Twenty Becomes the Acting Company 

Before Richards had been called up for duty, he had finally had an opportunity 

to perform through the Wayne University theatre department. Although he previously 

acknowledged that there were no roles available at Wayne for African-American 

actors, WWII had “decimated” the Wayne University theatre department, and they 

were not able to mount productions.70 As a result, he was approached by a young 

white actress to perform with her in Hello Out There. The performance was a success, 

and Richards was asked by members of the theatre department to perform in more 

plays—an offer he had to decline because he had received his orders from the army.71 

Now back in Detroit working to complete his degree, Richards reconnected with 
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several actors in the theatre department he had met before being called for military 

service. With nineteen other actors, Richards formed These Twenty People, a theatre 

company. Richards was the lone African American in the company. The group 

successfully applied to the city for use of a large mansion located in the middle of 

River Rouge Park and performed Hedda Gabler and other plays in repertory there. At 

the end of the summer the group decided to stay together, renaming themselves the 

Actors Company. Funded by Harry Goldstein, a theatre-loving Wayne alumnus, 

Actors Company rented a ballroom from the Michigan Showman’s Association and 

presented five shows in repertory their first season, one of which, Oedipus, Richards 

directed.72  

                                                
72 In Preserving the Legacy Richards remembered the funding as $2,000.00 and in his 

Academy of Achievement interview the amount he reported was $1,000.00. 
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Making Ends Meet—Social Work and Disc Jockeying 

 

4. Richards at work as a disc jockey. 

During the post-war period, as he developed as a theatre artist, Richards was 

confronted with the economic reality of making ends meet. Accepting the reality of 

needing to look for a job, Richards applied for a position of social worker in the 

welfare department, confident that he was not qualified for it.73 To his dismay he was 

contacted and asked to start working the next day. Hoping to quash the opportunity, 

he informed the welfare department that he could not begin working for two weeks. 

Michigan’s welfare department was not deterred, however, and Richards became a 
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caseworker.74 Simultaneous with his position as a caseworker Richards also held a job 

as a disc jockey for a radio station. 

At the same time, I was doing my job as a social worker. I had gotten a 

job as a disk jockey on a radio station. I had a program from, I think it 

was 11:00 to 12:30 at night. What I did at that time, I went to work at 

8:00 in the morning, arrived at the office, did my work at the office, 

went out into the field and did my visitations, then late in the afternoon 

I'd go to the theater where we rehearsed. I began directing, too, at that 

time as well as acting. We would stay there and perform that evening, 

[then] I would leave there, go to the radio station, do my disk jockey 

job, and then either come back to the theater and help build or what not, 

or come back to the theatre and rehearse. 75 

The Actors Company had five plays in repertory in the first year of its existence. 

From the frequency with which Richards harkened back to his time as a member of 

the Actors Company it is clear that the experience there was an important one in his 

development as a theatre artist. For one thing, it was where he began directing for the 

stage. Richards recalled, “I was in a theatre company and we were doing a repertory 

of a number of plays and I was in a few of them and then they said, “Why don’t you 

direct us?” And I said, “Yes of course, why don’t I?” and I began.”76  

So in the first year of the Actors Company Richards directed Oedipus, one of 

the five plays in repertory, and played the role he most frequently references when 

discussing his acting career, Judge Brack in Hedda Gabler.77  
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Then, as now, New York was the mecca for theatre practitioners. As difficult 

as it was to consider, to be a professional actor Richards realized he would have to 

make the hajj to New York because there were so few professional theatres outside of 

New York.78 In 1947 a telephone call from his friend and former schoolmate, Jimmy 

Lipton, convinced Richards it was time to make the move.  

THE FLOWERING 

An Invitation from a Friend—James Lipton 

Buoyed by Lipton’s inside knowledge of a Broadway show headed into 

rehearsal with roles for a number of Negro actors,79 and bolstered by the 

government’s 52-20, $20 per week for 52 weeks, given to WWII veterans, Richards 

moved to New York and into the YMCA.80 Supported by a group of friends who had 

moved to New York from Detroit, Richards began making the rounds. When 

Richards showed up to audition for the show Lipton had recommended he was 

apprised of one more drawback to his potential career in theatre he had not accounted 

for. 

He [the director] saw me coming across the theatre, and he started to 

shake his head, saying, "No, no, no." Finally, he said he was looking for 

character-men. I told him I was a character-man. I started to list the 

characters I had played. He pointed to the stage. There they were, close 

to a dozen old men. I obviously wasn't a character-man. It was like: 

"Welcome to the professional theatre." The professional theatre was not 

concerned with young kids playing older parts.81  
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At that point Richards realized he was a character actor whose “future was in 

the future.”82 With that disappointment under his belt Richards began to learn the 

rituals associated with looking for work in the theatre: making the rounds, preparing a 

resume, getting pictures, etc. Guided by Lipton, his wife, and other Detroit actors who 

had settled in New York before him, Richards learned how to have his picture 

accepted, what trade papers to reads and where to hang out.83 Along with the rituals of 

job-hunting his friends taught him another important lesson. 

I was instructed by friends who had gotten to New York before me that 

you had to learn how to take that [rejection]. That it is not a reflection 

on you. It is not a reflection on your talent. That the person who is 

saying no, he has a particular need and you don’t fit it as you walk in 

and stand there. . . until somebody fits the image they have in their head 

they are not going to say yes. So if they say no to you it is just another 

day and another time.84 
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Paul Mann and an Opportunity 

 

5. Lloyd Richards with Paul Mann and Patricia Benoit 

Despite mismatch between his age and his “type,” Richards went on to 

become “a fairly well-known and respected off-Broadway actor.”85 He helped 

organize the Greenwich Mews Theatre and acted in several productions at the Equity 

Library Theatre.  

Richards met Paul Mann during an Equity Library Theatre production of 

Plant in the Sun, which Mann directed.86 Mann, who was interested in having Black 

actors in his school,87 thought Richards’s approach to acting was close to his and 
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approached Richards about joining his studio as an assistant for a series of 

professional classes he was about to start. Richards was determined not to teach when 

he had left university88 but the realization that he would not be in demand as an actor 

until he was in his fifties or sixties encouraged Richards to accept Paul Mann’s offer 

to join him in his studio. Thus began Richards’s teaching career in New York. 

A Friend’s Promise 

When Richards began teaching with Mann, Mann was the studio’s only 

teacher. Richards began as Mann’s assistant, and soon graduated to teaching his own 

classes. Richards brought many of his castmates from off-Broadway productions who 

thought they might like to study with him into the studio.89 It was while teaching at 

Paul Mann’s Studio that Richards formed a friendship with Sidney Poitier, an out-of-

work actor who had been offered a scholarship to study at the studio. That friendship 

would have a significant effect on his career. 

And it was after one of the classes in what we used to call “After 

Class,” where you get together and just redo and discuss everything that 

went on. It was one of those occasions when Sidney said to me, “If I 

ever do a major Broadway play, I want you to direct it.” Well, neither 

one of us was in a position to follow up on that. It was one of those 

things said as “I appreciate you”—and I appreciated Sidney.90  

Broadway-A Qualified Acceptance  

Richards recognized that a lack of performance opportunity made having a 

sustained career in the theatre an uphill battle. Although his particular physicality 

made him unsuitable for leading or second-lead roles, and his age rendered him 
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almost uncastable in his niche, character roles, Richards continued acting off-

Broadway while teaching at Paul Mann. And he did have success; he was cast in two 

Broadway shows, Freight in 1950, and Egghead in 1957. Richards recalled his 

excitement at finally getting a leading role on Broadway in Freight. 

I will never forget when I got to Broadway. I got to Broadway as an 

actor. And I auditioned for this show. My God—I got the part and I was 

going to get billing. And the billing was going to go up over the theatre. 

And my name would be up there. I’d be walking down Broadway and 

all those side streets and all the time looking at other people’s names. 

Now my name was going to be up there. In going to the theatre that 

day, I knew the sign was up, supposed to be up that day. I got on a bus 

and I got off the bus at least three stops before the theatre so I could 

walk down Broadway. And I did. I walked down Broadway and I 

looked up. There was the sign, high above the theatre. A yellow 

background with black letters and it said, FLOYD RICHARDS! I stood 

in the middle of Broadway and I cried. I did. I was accepted and 

rejected. It taught you a lot of things.91  

Although the name above the marquee was wrong, and Freight closed after 

five performances, Richards continued to work at his craft. In 1957 Richards would 

have a slightly longer run in Broadway’s Ethel Barrymore Theatre, (21 performances 

in Egghead), but Richards did not allow himself to take the rejection associated with 

his profession personally. Instead he set about to ensure his longevity in the 

profession, a longevity he attributes to his determination to stay in the profession and 

his willingness to do other things in the profession.  

My ability and my willingness to make myself indispensable. In other 

words, when I was acknowledged as a good character actor in my 

youth, and when the profession rejected that when they said to me, 

"You're not as tall as Sidney Poitier. You are not as handsome as him. 

You are not a leading man type, or we aren't looking for juvenile black 

characters" —I could have gone home and sat down. But I had already 
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chosen the theatre as a place where I would spend my life. There were 

other things I could do, and I set about doing them. If I had let anyone 

turn me around, I would have been turned around a long time ago.92 

Richards’s competency as an actor, voice actor, teacher, and director, coupled with 

his willingness to make himself indispensable enabled him to cobble together a living 

in the profession. Had he continued on that trajectory he might have become known 

as a reliable character actor, a talented director and a well-respected teacher instead of 

the extraordinary figure in American theatre history that he became.  

THE FRUIT 

A Raisin in the Sun 

Richards’s importance to American theatre history started with a daydream 

narrated by Sidney Poitier over an after-class beer. Sidney Poitier’s talent and good 

looks had propelled his career in movies. It was an unprecedented development at that 

time for a man of African descent to be groomed as a leading man. Before Poitier, 

Black actors might have had viable careers in the movies, but mostly while playing 

servants or entertainers. Even when Black actors were not boxed into those roles, they 

were rarely allowed to play leading or featured roles in movies released by major 

studios because of the potential backlash from Southern theatre owners. In the early 

nineteen-fifties Poitier’s appearance in so many leading and featured roles for major 

studios, in so short a period of time, was noteworthy. By 1957 his movies No Way 

Out (1950), Cry, The Beloved Country (1952), Red Ball Express (1952), Go Man Go 

(1954), Blackboard Jungle (1955), Goodbye, My Lady (1956), Edge of the City 

(1957), Something of Value (1957), Band of Angels (1957), and Mark of the Hawk 
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(1957) had been released, and The Defiant Ones would be released in 1958. The 

major studios’ willingness to invest in Poitier’s career spoke to his viability at the 

box-office. With his fortune rising, Poitier’s influence enabled him to move that early 

daydream towards reality when the opportunity arose. Richards recalled the telephone 

call that began his journey into American theatre history.  

So it was years later after he had gone through a lot of things that I got 

the call from Sidney. “I’ve got this script and I’m going to do it and I’d 

like to suggest you as the director. It’s written by a black woman. It’s 

her first play. I’d like to set up a meeting between you and her, but I’ll 

send you the script first. And then if that works, then you can meet the 

producer.” And that’s the way it happened.93  

Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun would be the first historical 

milestone in Richards’s illustrious career. The 1959 production of Raisin might have 

been where Richards began to hone his skill as a nurturer of playwrights and superior 

midwife to plays. In his several interviews Richards recalled the difficulties inherent 

in securing financial support for a Broadway production of a play centered on Black 

life, written by a Black woman, and directed by a Black man. It would be the first 

time Broadway had a Black woman or a Black man in either of those roles, and to 

have them both at the same time went against Broadway’s known recipe for success. 

During Raisin’s gestation period Raisin toured around the country as Richards and 

Hansberry worked to create an honest depiction of contemporary African-American 

conditions.  
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6. Sidney Poitier and Claudia McNeil 

Raisin opened on Broadway at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre March 11, 1959 

to critical acclaim and ran for 530 performances, closing on June 25, 1960. The 

production earned Tony nominations for its lead actors, Sidney Poitier and Claudia 

McNeill, and best play for playwright Hansberry. It earned Richards his first Tony 

nomination and began his career as a Broadway director.  

During the early manifestation of his career as a Broadway director, Richards 

directed Long Dream, Ketti Frings’s original adaptation of Richard Wright’s novel, in 
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1960. Although the show closed after five performances, it earned Lawrence Winters 

a Tony nomination as featured actor. Long Dream was followed in 1962 by The 

Moon Besieged, an original play by Seyril Schocken, which closed after one 

performance. Richards then directed two musicals with a varied degree of success. In 

1964 Richards directed Buddy Hackett in I Had a Ball. The show ran for 199 

performances, and cast member Luba Lisa was nominated for the Best Featured 

Actress Tony award and won the Theatre World Award. 1965’s The Yearling closed 

after three performances. All the aforementioned plays were original works directed 

before Richards built or became affiliated with some of the most influential theatre 

organizations in the country. 

In the Academy: New York University and Hunter College 

New York University founded the School of the Arts, later Tisch School of 

the Arts, in 1965 to provide rigorous conservatory training in theatre and film in the 

context of a liberal arts university.94 It was the first conservatory training program of 

its kind in the United States. On hearing of NYU’s mission, Richards wrote to NYU 

indicating his interest in the program and his availability to teach. He was hired and 

joined Olympia Dukakis, Peter Kass, Kristen Linklater, Mel Shapiro, Carl Weber, 

Nora Dunphy and Omar Shapli on the faculty in 1966.95 In 1967 Richards was named 

head of the acting program.  

In 1972 Richards joined the faculty of Hunter College as Professor of theatre 

and cinema. Throughout this period he ran the Eugene O’Neill Playwrights Center 
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and maintained a professional presence directing on and off-Broadway. In addition to 

directing The Rose Tattoo (1973), The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window (1976) and 

Night Must Fall (1978) for Hunter College, he also directed Who’s Got His Own 

(1966), The Oxcart (1967), Eight Ball (1973), Freeman (1973), The Past is the Past 

and Goin’ Thru Changes off-Broadway (1974), and Paul Robeson starring James Earl 

Jones for Broadway (1978). It is noteworthy that many of these works were by 

playwrights who Richards had mentored or with whom he had longstanding 

relationships. The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window was written by Lorraine 

Hansberry; Freeman and Paul Robeson were written by Philip Hayes Dean; Eight 

Ball, The Past Is the Past, and Goin’ Thru Changes were written by Richard Wesley. 

The Playwrights’ Champion: Eugene O’Neill’s Playwrights 
Conference  

Another opportunity for Richards to leave an imprint on the American theatre 

came when George White invited him to direct a Civil War play in Waterford, 

Connecticut. The play was to be presented in two weeks in a theatre that had not been 

built. Richards embraced the challenge: “Well, that is the kind of introduction. For 

me, it got me. That says adventure."96 Thus began Richards’s historic relationship 

with the Eugene O'Neill Playwrights Conference. 
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7. Richards and Wilson at the O’Neill Playwrights Conference 

 Eugene O'Neill Playwrights Conference was founded because of White’s 

concern about American playwrights' lack of opportunities to develop new work. 

Two years after his initial experience directing at the Conference, Richards was made 

the Artistic director, a position he held for thirty-one years. As its Artistic Director 

Richards has been credited with presiding over a development process that identified, 

nurtured, and supported several of the American theatre’s most successful 

playwrights. Lloyd Richards’s ability to foster nurturing environments that enabled 

creative artists to flourish is one of the hallmarks of his reputation and resulted in 

their unwavering loyalty. This unusual loyalty was noted by Douglas Anderson:  

Playwrights who’ve been through the various [development] mills 

speak about them with equal amounts of admiration and distrust. 
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O’Neill writers, however, are conspicuous in their universal loyalty to 

the program.97  

George White, the founder of the O’Neill Center, stated, “What is known as the 

O’Neill process should rightfully be known as the Richards Process.”98 When 

Richards became the artistic director of the National Playwrights Conference at the 

Eugene O’Neill Center the program’s structure was different from what it is now. In 

the early days, the actors prepared for performance by being off-book in three or four 

days, which discouraged playwrights from revising their scripts.99  

At the end of the performance, invited critics responded to the performance 

and their critiques would elicit animated responses from the audience. The heated 

exchange between critics and audience often excluded the playwrights and did little to 

enhance their process. Richards recognized that this process often did not serve 

playwrights well. On becoming Artistic Director, Richards changed the process to 

make it more useful to playwrights.100 Richards abandoned the O’Neill’s original 

form of post-show critique. In its place, he invited the critics who had offered 

consistently useful critiques into the development process as dramaturgs. This 

practice  allowed the playwrights to receive useful formative critiques, instead of 

critiques that were summative and less helpful: 

In 1968, the O’Neill Theatre Center decided that the coverage . . . by 

press critics was jeopardizing “The playwright’s license to fail.” The 
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conference playwrights . . . “were often at the mercy of some terribly 

inept critics in very influential positions” and their criticism would 

“hamper the playwright’s ability to experiment freely.” . . . In 1969, the 

Center instituted a program for visiting dramaturgs. Playwrights were 

asked, ”to vote (in order of preference) for a group of critics they had 

either met at the conference or wished to have criticize their work.”101  

The addition of dramaturgs as an integral part of the play development process 

was Richards’s innovation that became the standard model for new play development. 

Many of the nation’s new play development programs and workshops are built on the 

O’Neill/Richards model, including Sundance New Play Development Workshop and 

WordBridge. 

With the playwright’s work, and not a finished product/performance, at the 

center of the O’Neill process, Richards recognized that requiring actors to memorize 

lines in so short a period of time was counterproductive. Instead, having actors 

perform on-book allowed them to focus on the process not the product, enabling 

playwrights to work almost to the last minute, and eliminating the paraphrasing that 

obscured the specificity of playwrights’ work. By instituting on-book performance, 

Richards changed the dynamics to enable playwrights to utilize fully the development 

process at the O’Neill.  

Another way Richards set about protecting the O’Neill’s playwrights from 

distraction was to designate the conference a commercial-free zone. Richards felt that 

having business conducted on the O’Neill campus could be a divisive influence 

between playwrights who were in residence. He thought distracting score-keeping 

might result if some playwrights’ works stirred commercial interests and others did 
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not. Along with refusing to allow business to take place at the O’Neill during 

playwrights’ residencies, the O’Neill held an option on each play developed there for 

six weeks after the conference’s end. This policy allowed playwrights being flattered 

and wooed by commercial concerns a cooling off period before making decisions.  

Richards’s expertise in the different theatre disciplines necessitated that with 

each assignment one skill be shelved, since no one, no matter how talented, is able to 

do everything with excellence simultaneously. The public record suggests after 

Richards’s success as the director of Raisin his work as an actor became less frequent 

and his energy was spent teaching and directing. When he accepted the role of 

Artistic Director of the Eugene O’Neill Center, he decided he would not direct there. 

When the next opportunity came along, he realized that deciding not to direct had 

been personally costly, and another competency, teaching acting, would have to be 

sacrificed. 

A New Platform: Yale University  

In 1979 Richards was appointed as the Dean of Yale School of Drama and 

Artistic Director of the Yale Repertory company, becoming the first African 

American to hold the position of Dean in an Ivy League school. With his appointment 

Richards was at the helm of arguably two of the most influential institutions in 

American theatre, Yale School of Drama/Yale Rep and The Eugene O’Neill 

Playwrights Center. In his interview for Preserving the Legacy, Richards explained 

how his prior experiences made him an attractive candidate for the positions at Yale.  

I was one of the few people who had both experience as a teacher, a 

master teacher, and I had been at NYU and Hunter College, so I knew 

the educational systems and I also had been involved in the professional 
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theatre for some time, and so I was one person who had had 

experiences in all the areas that were being touched.102  

Richards’s predecessor, Robert Brustein, started Yale Repertory Theatre 

during his time as the Dean of Yale School of drama. Richards, who had served on 

the National Endowment for the Arts theatre panel when Yale requested funding 

during the Rep’s development period, was very encouraging of the program. On 

accepting the positions as head of both Yale School of Drama and Yale Repertory 

Theatre, Richards was determined to use the Rep to the fullest benefit of the students 

in the school of drama. 

I always considered, when I went to Yale, that the Yale Rep was the 

master teacher of the school, that that was ultimately where everyone 

was geared to go, that the repertory theatre should really demonstrate 

the things that we wanted students to grow into and to understand. So it 

was a very important component in theatre training for me when I was 

dean of the school.103  

During Richards’s time as head of both entities, Yale Drama students in all 

crafts had the opportunity to work with seasoned professionals on a professional 

stage. The program credits listing of Yale Repertory productions offers insight into 

how students apprenticed under the “master teacher” that was Yale Rep. Most 

positions had a resident or visiting professional supervising the domain with graduate 

students working in positions of responsibility including assistant director, assistant 

production supervisor, production assistant, assistant set designer, assistant costume 

designer, assistant lighting designer, assistant technical director, house manager, 

associate general Manager, assistant business manager, company manager, associate 
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director of press and marketing, associate director of development, assistant director 

of marketing, assistant director of development. This organizing principle enabled 

Richards to fulfill his view of Yale’s mission not only to find the most talented artists 

and provide them with the best training, but also to provide them with a bridge to the 

professional world.104  

Along with giving students the opportunity to display their talent on a 

repertory stage, Richard also hoped to make the student population more 

representative of the country at large, not only on stage but also in the less visible 

crafts. Richards recruited more African-American students in areas of administration, 

design and technical skills than had been done previously. Yet in a 1986 article in 

Black Masks Richards expressed disappointment in the results of his efforts in that 

area, having hoped to achieve more. 

Additionally, Richards also wanted the inclusiveness not only on and behind 

the stage but also in the audience.  

Richards is also fond of recounting how he noticed upon his arrival at 

Yale that there were two sets of doors to the theatre on Chapel Street: 

one opened to the University, the other to the community. “I looked at 

the people walking up and down Chapel Street. I set for myself the goal 

that those seats should be filled with a reflection of the street, with both 

doors open.105  

Richards believed the way to accomplish the goal of cultivating and 

maintaining a diverse audience lay in the stories that were told on stage. “What 

happens inside the theatre must be perceived to concern the people on the street. 
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There has to be something going on there that involves you and me and each of these 

people.”106 While at Yale he worked to have the Rep create theatre that lived up to 

that goal. 

In his 2003 interview Preserving Our Legacy Richards discussed his efforts at 

Yale to have American theatre be representative of the cultural and ethnic diversity 

and shifting demographics of the nation. He felt it was important that American 

theatre be more than “warmed-over” Western European theatre. In that interview he 

explained his desire that “American theatre ultimately will be everything that has 

come here, come together and interacted with one another and created a theatre that is 

truly representative of this country.”107 His work had helped broaden the American 

theatre canon. With Lorraine Hansberry’s perception-shifting A Raisin in the Sun, and 

August Wilson’s cultural documentation The Pittsburgh Cycle, Richards was working 

to create a framework which would allow the inclusion of other elements of 

American experience that had not yet been inscribed in the canon. As his time came 

to a close at Yale he had begun to train dramaturgs “in the varying artistic 

accomplishments, achievements or properties in these various cultural entities that 

were a part of American theatre.”108 He described this effort as something begun, but 

not fully accomplished. 

Richards’s disappointment in how much difference he had made in the 

demographic composition of the theatre backstage personnel and in how far his 

efforts to prepare future theatre professionals to nurture ethnic and cultural diversity 
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can be seen as a result of his high standards and dedication to cultural inclusion. By 

most measures Richards’s time at Yale was a success. His efforts burnished Yale 

School of Drama’s reputation as one of the premier training programs for theatre 

professionals. He increased Yale Repertory Theatre’s reputation as a professional 

theatre. Robert Brustein, who established Yale Repertory Theatre and was its Artistic 

Director from 1966-1979, oversaw two Broadway productions. During his tenure as 

Yale Rep’s Artistic Director from 1971-1991, Richards shepherded twelve 

productions to Broadway, and Yale as a producer garnered seven Tony nominations 

(winning two awards) and four Drama Desk nominations (winning two awards). 

Since Richards’s departure Yale Rep has only been listed as producer for three 

Broadway productions, two of which were written by August Wilson.  

Yale’s diminished Broadway presence without Richards does not necessarily 

provide insight into the nature or effectiveness of Yale Drama School’s training 

program. However, Yale Rep’s Broadway presence during Richards’s leadership can 

be seen as a manifestation of his commitment to providing students with professional 

opportunities that allowed classroom theories to be practiced in a professional 

environment and allowed them to graduate ready for professional opportunities.  
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August Wilson and the Pittsburgh Cycle  

 

8. Lloyd Richards and August Wilson 

The collaboration between Richards and August Wilson that nurtured the Pittsburgh 

Cycle opened the theatre establishment’s perceptions to the commercial possibilities 

of serious dramas focused on African-American life and culture. Wilson’s ambitions 

of writing plays that documented African-American life in each decade of the 

twentieth century had not been done before, and the level of sustained artistic and 

commercial interest the project achieved with the general theatre audience was 

unprecedented.  

Wilson’s 1982 submission to the Eugene O’Neill’s Playwrights Conference 

that would become Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom was Wilson’s fifth attempt at being 

accepted to the Conference.109 During Wilson’s residency it was determined that the 
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two one-acts he submitted would work best combined into a full-length, and Ma 

Rainey’s Black Bottom as we know it today came into being.  

Although Richards was interested in directing and producing Ma Rainey his 

restructuring of the Playwrights’ Conference to be a commercial-free zone precluded 

his indicating an interest in any of the plays being workshopped at the conference. 

When Richards approached Wilson a week after the conference was over to express 

his interest in producing and directing Ma Rainey at Yale, he discovered that the play 

had been optioned by another producer.110 However the negotiation between Wilson 

and the producer stalled in December and then fell apart in February of the following 

year. With Wilson’s severing of relations with the first producer, he and Richards 

were able to create arguably one of the most successful director-playwright 

collaborations in American theatre history. Starting with Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 

in 1984, Richards would shepherd six plays of Wilson’s ten-play Pittsburgh Cycle to 

Broadway: Fences (1987), Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (1988), The Piano Lesson 

(1990) Two Trains Running (1992) and Seven Guitars (1996). These productions 

earned cast members, playwright and producer multiple nominations and awards.  

The excellence that resulted from the Richards-Wilson collaboration was the 

fortuitous combination of talent, experience, and resources. Richards’s vast 

experience working with new plays made him an effective collaborator for Wilson, a 

poet who was evolving into a playwright. Additionally, Richards’s professional 

experience and connections created access to the resources at the O’Neill and Yale 

that allowed for the time and funding needed to support Wilson’s process developing 
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the play. The first step in the development process was the two-week residency at the 

Playwrights Conference working with actors, dramaturgs, directors and designers. 

The next step in the development process was often a premier production at Yale Rep 

and then a tour through the resident theatres around the country. Richards had been 

instrumental in the development of The League of Resident Theatres (LORT), an 

association of professional theatres all across the county. Richards believed LORT 

gave theatre artists another route to creating a career in the theatre where previously 

there had only been one path that led to New York and Broadway.111 As a part of a 

play’s development process the production would tour through LORT theatres to 

hone the script and polish the production before bringing it to New York. Richards 

explained the benefits in his interview with Renfreu Neff, “A Talk with Lloyd 

Richards.” 

Joe Turner’s Come and Gone came up the same way as Fences: 

through the regional theatres. We worked on it at the O’Neill 

Playwrights Conference and opened at the Yale Repertory Theatre. 

Then other theaters became interested in it. Ever since Fences, I’ve 

been interested in sharing our work with other theatres around the 

country, so that we don’t become regionally bound. I mean that not 

only for Yale Rep but for all regional theaters, because of the greatest 

talent in this country. We played Joe Turner at the Huntington Theatre 

in Boston, then the Seattle Rep, the Arena Stage in Washington, the Old 

Globe in San Diego, and now it has come into New York, having given 

us the opportunity to experience the play with different audiences.112  

 In his interview with Neff, Richards recounted how a New York Times theatre 

critic’s lukewarm review of the Yale production of Fences dampened the interest of 

Broadway producers despite a positive reception from an audience. In deciding that 
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the work was “too valuable to die,” Richard sought alternate avenues to keep the play 

before an audience.113 Fortunately, the Goodman Theatre’s interest in the production 

allowed them to present the play in Chicago and then transferred the production to the 

Seattle Rep. The play that almost died in New Haven from a middling review went on 

to win the Pulitzer Prize, the Tony and the Drama Desk award for best new play, 

earned Richards a Tony for best direction, Mary Alice and James Earl Jones Tony 

and Drama Desk awards for best male and female actors in lead roles, as well as 

numerous other acting nominations for them and Courtney Vance, who played Corey, 

and Frankie Faison, who played Gabriel. 

As Richards explained in 1988, when developing a play the object is to work 

for an extended period. Previously the process was to rehearse a production in New 

York and take it on the road to try it out in preparation for the “real thing,” Broadway. 

But in Richards’s process, Broadway was not the only thing that mattered. Broadway 

was but one of the several “real things” that mattered. The network of professional 

not-for-profit theatres around the country that made up LORT was also the “real 

thing.” Additionally the LORT theatres, unlike the commercial theatres, “accept[ed] 

the concept of seeing a work evolve through its various incarnations.”114 That 

attribute of regional theatres made them invaluable to Richards and his play 

development process. Lessons learned from Fences were applied to the development 

of Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, The Piano Lesson, and Two Trains Running. These 

plays began with the development process at the O’Neill, followed by a premiere at 
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Yale Rep, then an extended tour through the several LORT theatres with potential 

stops at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago, the Seattle Rep, the Mark Taper Forum in 

Los Angeles, the Huntington Theatre in Chicago, the Old Globe in San Diego, before 

opening on Broadway.  

After Richards retired from Yale, changes were made to the development 

strategy for Wilson’s plays. Two Trains Running, which began its development while 

Richards was still at Yale, took the usual journey through the development process, 

but it opened on Broadway after Richards had separated from Yale. Wilson’s 

following play, Seven Guitars, was the lone Wilson play that Richards worked on that 

began its development process following his retirement from his position as Dean of 

Yale Drama School and Artistic Director of Yale Rep. Guitars was also the last play 

that Richards and Wilson would collaborate on. Richards’s explanation of the end of 

their artistic relationship was simple, “What happened is simply a play came that he 

did not invite me to direct. That’s all. We didn’t have a fistfight or draw guns or 

anything.”115 Richards’s reticence in discussing the end of the partnership makes it 

hard to know exactly why the relationship did not continue. Prior to Richards’s 

retirement as artistic director, the Yale Repertory theatre was the producer of the 

inaugural productions of Wilson’s plays with Richards listed as artistic director and 

Benjamin Mordecai (1944-2005) listed as managing director. Fences, Joe Turner’s 

Come and Gone, and The Piano Lesson were produced on Broadway by Yale Rep in 

Association with other producers, again with Richards as artistic director and 

Mordecai as managing director. Two Trains Running had its premiere production at 
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Yale while Richards was will there, but its Broadway debut was produced in 

association with Yale with Stan Wojewodski as artistic director.  

After Richards’s retirement from Yale, Mordecai and Wilson formed 

Sageworks, a partnership dedicated to supporting the work of August Wilson, that did 

not include Richards. However, at a point in late 1994 there had been consideration of 

a partnership that would have included all three men. In Yale’s Beinecke Rare Books 

and Manuscript Library there is a letter from Benjamin Mordecai to Ric Pappas 

outlining a general partnership agreement, and a letter from Richards’s lawyer Albert 

I. DaSilva recapitulating the terms of the proposed percentage split among the three 

partners: Wilson 50%, Richards 35% and Mordecai 15%.116 Despite the fact that the 

three-person partnership never came to fruition, Sageworks hired Richards to 

shepherd Seven Guitars through its development. Seven Guitars was the last Wilson-

Richards collaboration. All subsequent productions of Wilson’s plays were produced 

by Sageworks and brought to Broadway under the direction of Marion McClinton or 

Kenny Leon.  

Retirement Followed by More Work  

In 1991 Richards retired, or was retired, as the Dean of Yale School of Drama 

and Artistic Director of Yale Rep. He had served in both positions longer than Yale’s 

regulations allowed. Although Richards would have preferred to stay on he 
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acknowledges that Yale bent the rules to allow him so long a run.117 In 1999 he retired 

as the Artistic Director of the O’Neill Playwrights Conference. Retirement was not 

the end of Richards’s role as mentor and teacher, however, but a renewal of his focus 

on teaching. As he mentioned in his 2002 interview with Caroline Raymond, his post-

retirement life was filled with a busy teaching schedule which included teaching 

master classes in acting, directing, and playwriting at the Actors Studio in New York, 

as well as teaching at Bennington College in Vermont, Rutgers University in New 

Jersey, and Wesleyan University in Connecticut.  
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His Family 

 

9. Lloyd Richards and his wife Barbara Davenport 

In October 11, 1957 Richards married Barbara Davenport, a dancer whose 

Broadway credits included Brigadoon and The King and I. Davenport was raised in a 

musical theatre family; her father was a Broadway conductor. The couple met at Paul 

Mann’s studio where Davenport had gone to take classes in hopes of broadening her 

acting skills. In interviews Richards did not speak of his family or personal life very 
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often or substantively, but the little information he shared left the impression of a 

relationship built on respect and affection. In describing his response to Raisin in the 

Sun, Richards mentions reading the play aloud with his wife and both laughing and 

crying over the play.118 This anecdote leaves the impression that Davenport was not 

only a wife, but also a creative partner. That impression is borne out by the fact that 

Davenport is also a playwright who had two plays in development at the O’Neill 

Center, The Baby Maker (1969) and Piano for Sale (1986). She also worked on 

several of Richards’s directing projects at Yale. She was Literary Manager on Touch 

of the Poet, A Doll’s House, Johnny Bull, Hedda Gabler and Uncle Vanya and served 

as dramaturg or associate dramaturg on Cobb, Major Barbara, Ma Rainey, Fences, 

Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, and The Piano Lesson.  

Richards’s two sons, Thomas and Scott, are successful theatre professionals 

whom Richard describes as “not following in my footsteps; they followed in my 

tracks, but in their own individual ways.”119 Both his sons graduated from Yale. 

Richards describes his sons’ appreciation of music as relating to his wife’s family. 

Scott taught musical theatre at New York University and Lincoln Center Institute. In 

2001 he won the Jonathan Larson Award. Thomas heads the Workcenter of Jerzy 

Grotowsky and Thomas Richards in Pontedera, Italy and wrote At Work with 

Grotowski on Physical Actions. When questioned about his legacy in theatre in his 

2002 interview, Richards side-stepped the question, preferring to leave that judgment 

to others. When queried on how he wanted to be remembered, Richards’s response 
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was focused on the personal not the professional. “I want to be remembered as a good 

husband, a loving father, and a kindly old, not-too-crotchety grandfather. That’s what 

I want to be remembered for.”120  

Racism, Politics, and Richards 

In reconstructing Richards’s life from his interviews it is striking how little 

time he spends discussing racism or race as an obstacle to his achievement. It is 

difficult to imagine that race and racial barriers were not a significant part of his 

experience as an African-American man who came of age in the United States in the 

1940s and lived through the most active period of African Americans’ struggle for 

Civil Rights. His conversation with Raymond offers some insight on his view of race 

and its effect on his career.  

Yes, it [race] was always an issue. But it was not necessarily an issue 

because it was an issue with me, but it was an issue with the people 

who are hiring you and they have either resolved it in their own mind or 

they haven’t. 121 

With that statement Richards suggests an ability to avoid internalizing the hegemonic 

views of African Americans that limited opportunities. But Richards’s views do not 

indicate a life unaware of differences of opportunities that resulted from racial 

differences. Instead they suggest that he took his family and particularly his Aunt 

Mae’s assessment of who and what “Cootes” were to heart. “‘You are a Coote, and a 

Coote does not do that.’ Between her, my mother, and other members of the family, 

you knew that nobody was better than you. You were raised with a lot of pride.”122 
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Additionally, Richards had the example of his mother, who, when faced with the 

hardship of widowhood and blindness, did not lower her expectations of her children. 

Despite difficulties keeping their home warm in the winter she expected that her 

children would go to college, and they did.  

Even though Richards did not seem to make race and its associated obstacles 

central to his construction of his professional identity it was a factor from the outset. 

As mentioned previously, despite his interest in theatre, Richards’s time at Wayne 

University was not spent in the theatre department, but on the radio. This 

circumstances was a result of a lack of roles for black actors in the theatre department 

and the realization that race was not as readily apparent behind a radio microphone. 

Richards’s response to the reality of Wayne University suggests a strategy of 

exploring other paths to your desired destination when faced with obstacles.  

Although Richards never dwelled on the issue of race in his many interviews, 

when asked he would provide examples of how race created challenges in his career. 

Working in radio at Wayne University had been a way of sidestepping the limitation 

of race, but after moving to New York he found the anonymity of being behind a 

microphone offered less protection. In his Academy of Achievement interview he 

explained how the racial reality in the country limited his access to work.  

I did not necessarily, in radio, come over as a black actor. But they would say, 

"There are things you can play, but I can't cast you." Why? "Well, you know 

there are such things as sponsors, and our programs go into the South, and if it 

was ever known that you as a black actor were playing something else, then. . 

." So, you ran into that all the time.”123 
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In that same interview Richards recalled that while race might have limited his 

access to work, he was able to make a living because there were people like Henry 

Denker who believed in his talent enough to take risks that allowed Richards to 

support himself.  

 [T]here would be exceptions, the people who said, "I want you to do 

this, you are a talented young person, and you should work." So, you'd 

end up with a shot on a show like Helen Trent, or Jungle Jim, or The 

Greatest Story Ever Told by Henry Denker -- wonderful writer, human 

being.124  

Sometimes Richards found the challenges of being in the theatre were not 

limited to the access to jobs but the reality of racism outside of the theatre. In the 

“Fighting to be in the Theatre” section of his interview for the National Visionary 

Leadership project Richards recounts being in a play about the Scottsboro Boys that 

was being mounted in a middle-class neighborhood in New York and having the 

performance disrupted by a group of white men who had been attending a dance 

upstairs in the same building. Listening to that interview it was disconcerting to hear 

Richards, a man noted for his gentleness and civility, state “an empty coke bottle is 

not a weapon,” and realize that at that point in the country’s history Richards found it 

necessary to arm himself with a “non-weapon” to be able to travel to and from the 

theatre where he was working. 

Even without these graphic incidents, racial prejudice must have had some 

direct impact on his life. In 1957, when Richards married Barbara Davenport, who is 

white, their marriage was illegal in sixteen states, and would remain that way until the 
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1967 Supreme Court ruling in Loving vs. Virginia. Even if their friends, family, and 

colleagues were accepting of their marriage, it is unlikely that the couple could have 

avoided racialized interactions as they went about their lives. Perhaps the most ironic 

example of racism that Richards recounted in his many interviews was the difficulties 

he and his wife had purchasing a townhouse in Greenwich Village with the money he 

had earned directing A Raisin In the Sun, a play about a black family’s attempt to buy 

a house in the suburbs despite the resistance of their potential white neighbors. The 

immediacy of the issue was underscored when the property owner refused to sell to 

Richards and Davenport.125  

Richards has said it was impossible to be a Black actor during the early part of 

his career without being political. Essentially he posits that the act of making art was 

a political act in itself, and it was clear that there were some people with political 

power who agreed with Richards. During the McCarthy era Richards was blacklisted; 

circumstances he attributed to working on protest plays, signing petitions, and 

campaigning for leftist candidates.126 However, Richards was unaware of his 

blacklisted status until he was told of it by the director/writer of a radio show. 

Richards explained his lack of awareness about his blacklisted status as a result of not 

working frequently enough to notice. “If you are getting work and you stop getting 
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work, then you know it has impacted. If you are not getting work, and you didn't 

work, you do not notice any impact.”127  

Although Richards’s career spanned several African-American, political, 

social, and cultural revolutions, he and his work do not immediately come to mind 

when considering a list of political African-American theatre artists. Perhaps that is a 

result of his legacy being closely associated with educational and cultural institutions 

identified with the establishment. That association with the establishment, his 

marriage, and his identification with Raisin, a play associated with integrationist 

aspiration, might also have dimmed his perceived involvement with cultural 

movements of the mid- and late sixties that manifest a decidedly Black separatist 

perspective. In addition, Richards’s persona was one of gentleness and calm, and not 

one of the belligerence and aggressiveness often associated with political artists. Yet 

close examination of his legacy will uncover the political nature of his work, if the act 

of presenting a truthful reality of under-represented people is recognized as political. 

During the African-American cultural burgeoning of the late sixties, his 

participation in the movement has been documented. Richards taught at the Negro 

Ensemble Company; several playwrights whose plays were produced by NEC also 

participated in the O’Neill Playwrights Conference development program. These 

plays include Charles Fuller’s A Soldier’s Story, Leslie Lee’s First Breeze of Summer, 

and Gus Edwards’s Black Body Blues. During the late sixties and early seventies, 

Richards directed new plays by playwrights associated with the Black Arts 

Movement, including Richard Wesley, Philip Hayes Dean, and Ron Milner. In fact, 
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he directed Milner’s Who’s Got His Own, a play Larry Neal cites as being “of 

particular importance” to the movement and whose author, along with Charles Fuller, 

Neal deems an excellent playwright who expresses the general mood of the Black 

Arts ideology. 

In some ways it is possible to see Richards’s politics in the choices he makes. 

Raisin was a revolution, not only because the foundation of its creative team was 

African-American, but also because of how it presented African-American life and 

culture. Richards’s work with Wilson on the Pittsburgh Cycle was a continuation of 

that work to bring a truthful representation of African-American life to the theatre. 

Richards’s championing of Athol Fugard’s work during the Apartheid era was 

another example of his perspective on the world manifested in creative output that 

can be seen as political.  

The Man Inside the Story 

The purpose of constructing Richards’s biography from his personal narrative 

is to gain insight in how he understood his life or perhaps how he wanted his life 

understood. The impression left from Richards’s interviews is of a private man who 

loved his work and took whatever setbacks he encountered in stride. It is also of a 

man who did not believe in airing disagreements in public. Through my research I 

came upon two incidents that must have been a source of consternation for Richards. 

Yet one was never mentioned in his interviews, and the other was mentioned in 

response to a question and not elaborated on. The latter incident, mentioned 

previously, concerns the change in his collaborative relations with Wilson with the 
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advent of Sageworks. The former involves challenges that arose while bringing 

Fences to Broadway. 

 The 1982 Broadway production of Fences was a commercial and creative 

success. Its investors earned back their investments, and its creative team earned six 

Tony award and five Drama Desk nominations. James Earl Jones and Mary Alice 

won Tony and Drama Desk awards as best actor and actress, and Courtney Vance 

won the Theatre World award. Richards received the Tony award for best director. 

The production won Best New Play, Tony, and Drama Desk awards. Additionally, 

Wilson was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for 1987. 

Despite these successes the process of getting the play to Broadway did not go 

smoothly. Prior to Fences Richards and Jones had worked with each other on various 

productions in a variety of roles. Jones had understudied Richards in Egghead (1957); 

Richards had directed Jones in his 1978 Drama Desk-nominated performance as Paul 

Robeson and as Judge Brack in Yale’s 1981 production of Hedda Gabler. Richards, 

who had championed the work of Athol Fugard through his position as Artistic 

Director of Yale Rep, had produced two of Fugard’s plays, A Lesson from Aloes 

(1980) and “MASTER HAROLD” . . . and the Boys (1982) on Broadway; both starred 

James Earl Jones. Despite their history of productive association, it seemed a fissure 

developed in their professional relationship while they were working on Fences.  

In August 1985, after the Yale opening and before the Broadway production, 

Jones sent Richards a letter detailing his concern about the production, particularly 

the father and son conflict.128 Actress Tisch Jones recalled the conflict: 
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I remember---the week Carole Shorenstein-Hays, producer of Fences, 

fired Lloyd as director. Walking into his office one day, I noticed a 

pack of cigarettes on his desk. “Lloyd, I didn’t know you smoked,” I 

said. Seemingly, he had kicked the habit, but because of the fiasco that 

was taking place with Fences, he had started smoking again. We sat for 

a long time in his office that day, as Lloyd discussed with me the play 

development process of Fences. James Earl Jones believed that the 

father-son conflict at the end of the play was unresolved and turned to 

the producer for support. I could tell Lloyd was hurt about the situation, 

and particularly about Jones, who became de facto director. I remember 

saying, “I thought Jimmy was your friend.” He said, “So did I.” Though 

Lloyd was reinstated as director after a standoff involving the 

playwright’s support of Lloyd, Fences enjoyed a successful opening 

and, of course, a historic run. The opening night party held at Sardi’s 

remains bittersweet in my mind. The producer had a party on one floor, 

and Lloyd’s group had a party on another.129 

As dramatic as this incident must have been, I could not find published 

information wherein Richards discussed what had happened. I have found several 

articles on Shorenstein-Hays that discussed the incident. As early as April 1, 1988 an 

article in The Evening News hinted of that conflict but did not state explicitly what 

had happened.  

Before New York, Hays staged “Fences” at one of her theaters in San 

Francisco and the reviews were mixed. Changes needed to be made, 

particularly in clarifying the play’s final scene, and Hays saw that they 

were.130  

In articles before and after Richards’s death the story of his firing is retold as a 

defining moment of Shorenstein Hays’s career as a Broadway producer and integral 

to her personal narrative. Yet despite what seems like a personal and professional 

betrayal from the outside, Richards never addressed the challenges pertaining to 

bringing Fences to Broadway for the record. Consequently, a review of Richards’s 
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narrative about his life tells the story of a man dedicated to using art to allow the 

world to see itself, who with perseverance and generosity succeeded in broadening 

the American theatre canon. The challenges that Richards overcame as an artist are 

framed as being endemic to the time, and little mention is made of interpersonal 

challenges that were obstacles to his work in the story Richards told for posterity. 

Richards Exits Causing Lights to Dim  

Lloyd George Richards died June 4, 2006 of heart failure at Mount Sinai 

Hospital in New York City. The League of American Theatres and Producers, Inc. 

dimmed the marquee lights of every Broadway theatre for one minute at 8:00 p.m. the 

following night in recognition of Richards’s contribution to the American theatre.131 

Board of Trustees, artists and staff of the Eugene O'Neill Theater Center, The Board 

of Trustees and staff of Theatre Development Fund, The Shubert Organization, 

NYU's Tisch School of the Arts, and others took out paid notices in the New York 

Times declaring their loss. Memorial celebrations were organized in New York and 

Los Angles to provide an opportunity for his friends, colleagues and former students 

to gather and celebrate his life.  

A Life and Legacy Memorial Celebration was held October 3, 2006 at the 

Bernard B. Jacobs Theatre in New York City. J. Michael Miller, Ruben Santiago-

Hudson, and Stephen McKinley Henderson contributed written testimonials to the 

program.132 Dwight Andrews played; Brian Stokes Mitchell sang; Frankie Faison 
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performed a monologue from Fences; Avery Brooks recited a poem. Sidney Poitier, 

Michael Schultz, Angela Bassett, Laurence Fishburne, Charles S. Dutton, James 

Bundy, Mary Alice, George White, Cicely Tyson, Ming Cho Lee, Ruby Dee, and 

David Henry Hwang spoke. Courtney Vance’s eulogy offered his explanation of why 

Richards was not better known for his work teaching and directing. He posited that 

Richards was not better known because his pedagogy resulted in the perception that 

“his students seemed to have taught themselves.”133  

At that celebration of Richards’s life Roscoe Lee Browne described him as “a 

subtle warrior.” Roger Robinson acknowledged Richards’s role in increasing the 

multiplicity of voices in theatre. ''The diversity of the people here today is a testament 

that he is the father of all of us. This is the modern theatre, and to me he was the 

father of modern theatre.'' Ruby Dee explained that in theatre Richards was to her 

''like the flour in the bread; you couldn't have it without him.'' Cicely Tyson, 

Richards’s former student, identified his role in her career. ''It was Lloyd Richards's 

quiet, steadfast nurturing manner that helped me find the rock that I was looking for.'' 

He was, Mr. Vance said, ''a man who lived a very big life in a very quiet way.''134 
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CHAPTER 3: TO SERVE THE TEXT 

“What my work is as a director—to reveal through my directing what the playwright 

has to say.”      --Lloyd Richards
135

 

 

When Lloyd Richards told the story of the spark that ignited his love affair 

with theatre his focus invariably returned to words: their beauty and their power. 

Richards’s introduction to Shakespeare in intermediate school made him aware of 

language’s capacity to affect people’s minds and hearts. His attraction to the power of 

language seemed a factor in his initial career aspiration-litigation. As he explained in 

his interview with the National Visionary Leadership Project: “I saw myself as the 

new Clarence Darrow. I would stand in the courtroom and I would save the 

downtrodden and the put-upon in every respect.”136 Richards’s career in theatre 

suggests that he never abandoned his dream to save the downtrodden and put-upon, 

but instead found another way to use language to advocate on their behalf. In 2005 

Richards expressed his belief in theatre’s power to address the complexity of the 

human condition across racial lines because the artistic imagination would not be 

limited by skin color: 

The theatre, in its own way, has been one of the most forward thinking 

places relative to race. The artists who have functioned in the theatre, in 

their exploration of human attitudes and foibles, have really had to 

examine very closely behavioral attitudes of individuals and groups. 

And have, in their exploration of art, come to recognize and realize that 

art does not have a racial consciousness. Art is the creation of the 

imagination, and the imagination is not noted by color of the skin. And 
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the theatre, in many respects, has led the way in trying to function with 

an awareness of that.137  

This construction of theatre can be seen as paralleling the position of lawyers 

as advocates, especially when one takes into account that Richards came to 

prominence at the height of the Civil Right Movement. While lawyers argued for the 

civil rights of the disenfranchised in courtrooms across the country, theatre artists 

through their exploration of human attitudes and foibles similarly advocated for 

disenfranchised humanity by telling their stories on stage.  

This chapter draws on Richards’s interviews, interviews with colleagues, and 

the history of the times to reconstruct his philosophy about the function of theatre, as 

well as his understanding of his collaborative practices when working as a director. 

RICHARDS’S PHILOSOPHY OF THEATRE 

Theatre as a Social Force: Seeing the Multitudes  

Richards often recounted the parable of “The Philadelphia Housekeeper,” an 

interaction that occurred while he was on tour with A Raisin in the Sun, to explain his 

commitment to theatre. 

I was in the lobby of the theatre and . . . I saw up at the window this 

very small, frail black woman. She was carrying a paper satchel, and I 

knew what was in it because my mother used to carry one. I knew she 

was coming from work. I knew her shoes were in it, her easy shoes that 

she could work in. I knew possibly some food was in it that she had 

brought from her employer’s house. But she was there. She got to the 

window and she put up a dollar, and the ticket seller said, “That’ll be 

three dollars and 95 cents.”  

She said, “Three dollars and 95 cents? I can see Sidney Poitier around 

the corner for 95 cents.” 
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“Well, it’s three dollars and 95 cents.”  

So she went to her pocketbook and she got out the rest of the money 

and she put it up there and she got a ticket, and she started into the 

theatre. 

He said, “You can’t go in there.” 

She said, “I have a ticket.” 

He said, “You can’t go in there. You have to come back tonight at 

8:30.” 

She said, “Oh,” and she started out. 

And I stopped her and I said, “Why are you paying $3.95 to see Sidney 

Poitier when you can see him around the corner for 95 cents?” 

And she said, “Well, the word’s going around in my neighborhood that 

there is something going on down here that concerns me, so I had to 

come find out what it was all about.”138 

For Richards, his exchange with the Philadelphia housekeeper affirmed the 

importance of theatre not only to the cultural elites, but also the person in the street. 

Richards cited this story in several interviews, including three that can be seen as the 

culminating narrative of his career: Academy of Achievement, National Visionary 

Leadership Project, and Preserving the Legacy. Although minor details in the story, 

like the price of the theatre ticket, might change in retelling, the essence of the tale 

was constant. Richards believed theatre had the potential to be a social force that 

communicates important ideas, and that it was most effective when it provided an 

opportunity for all people to see themselves in the specifics of the stories told.  

For Richards, effective theatre educates, stimulates and provokes audiences to 

think and to feel and ultimately, by extrapolation, to act. His commitment to theatre’s 

potential to awaken social consciousness can be seen in the works of the artists he 

chose as collaborators, Lorraine Hansberry, August Wilson, and Athol Fugard, to 

name a few. For Richards, plays that held the potential of making audiences think 
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were the only plays worth his time. He expressed these beliefs in a 1988 interview 

with Renfreu Neff. “I’m not interested in doing something that I do not care that 

much about. It’s your life that’s involved, that’s what’s at stake: the quality of one’s 

own life. So invest in the thing that you care about.”139 His body of work indicates it 

was a philosophy Richards followed throughout his career. 

Richards’s belief in theatre’s ability to inspire change is perhaps one of the 

factors that allowed him to persevere during the early years when race limited 

opportunities, and the American theatre canon was less welcoming. The limitations of 

his early beginnings did not deter Richards, but perhaps inspired him to work to 

change those realities. He discussed his dedication to presenting the totality of the 

human community on stage in his Academy of Achievement interview.  

Now, that's why I'm in the theater. To take those lives, to reveal them. Not just 

those lives [referring to Fences], any life. And that's what's important about 

theater, or should be. It does reflect the lives of a totality of a community that 

exists out there, and does speak to the totality of that community. Not all at 

once, but through its own particularness, which is what Raisin did.140  

 

Despite the public’s natural tendency to associate Richards’s directing with 

portrayal of African-Americans lives, his directing resume included the classics, 

Shakespeare, O’Neill, Ibsen and contemporary plays not rooted in African-American 

culture. Additionally, directing was not his only avenue to ensuring that the totality of 

the human community appeared on the American stage. In his role as Artistic 

Director of the O’Neill Richards nurtured a plethora of playwrights including, but not 
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limited to, Lee Blessing, John Guare, John Patrick Shanley, Wendy Wasserstein, 

David Henry Hwang, Christopher Durang, Gus Edwards, Philip Hayes Dean, and 

Richard Wesley, whose works showcased diverse realties relating to race, ethnicity, 

creed, class, gender, sexual identity, etc., thereby expanding the representation of 

humanity on the American stage. And perhaps it is his role as nurturer of talent that 

will have the most far-reaching effect on maintaining a diverse presentation of 

communities on stage, as many of the theatre artists whose careers he nurtured 

continue to work as practitioners and teachers in the American theatre.    

When asked, Richards often resisted summing up his career in terms of legacy 

or historic significance, preferring to leave that evaluation of his contribution to 

others. Yet in 2002, one of the few times he evaluated his contribution to the 

American theatre, he did so in terms of embracing a belief in diversity and a 

multiplicity of perspectives. “I have demonstrated what I believe, and that is 

essentially that art belongs to all of us. And all of the art belongs to all of us. When a 

creative person creates, he creates for the world, and that’s what he thinks.”141  

 RICHARD’S PRACTICE 

Text as Foundation: In the Beginning Was the Word. 

When Richards’s respect for language’s capacity to affect hearts and mind is 

taken into consideration his reputation as a “playwright’s champion” seems 

ineluctable. Richards’s reverence for text translated into his respect for the creators of 

the stories told on stage and was the guiding principle behind his work as a director. 
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Richards’s credo can be distilled as “I am here to get [the playwright’s] ideas on 

stage.”142 Considering the commitment that doing so required, it is unsurprising that 

when Richards was in a position to choose, he chose works that he felt were worth 

betting his life on.
143

 

Richards shunned the auteurist impulse to commandeer plays to express his 

own ideas, but instead chose plays that encompassed ideas he was passionate about 

and worked to help playwrights bring those worldviews to the stage. Consequently, 

he valued his ability to understand a playwright’s intent. Richards’s ideas on the 

proper playwright-director dynamics were encapsulated in an exchange he had with 

Lorraine Hansberry at the beginning of working on A Raisin in the Sun. “Lorraine 

told me that I was right on the nose about what I had said about the play and the 

family. That was an accolade—one of the most important ones—because that is what 

my work is as a director—to reveal through my directing what the playwright has to 

say, not what I have to say.”
144

 

Although with each production Richards shouldered all the associated 

responsibilities that come with the title director (working with administrators, 

producers, designers, actors, and playwrights) his greatest acclaim thus far comes 

from his work with playwrights. This recognition can be seen as a result of his early 

fame for shepherding A Raisin in the Sun to Broadway and changing American 
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theatre history, his long tenure at the O’Neill Center, and his contribution to the 

development of August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle.  

Since plays are at the foundation of theatrical productions in Richards’s 

construct of theatre, it follows that the nurturing and the development of playwrights 

would be central to his efforts. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Richards’s 

innovations that were implemented at the O’Neill Center became the standard for 

many new play development programs throughout the country. At the core of his 

philosophy was to protect playwrights in ways that enhanced their ability to take 

risks, even if that risk lead to failure, a condition he thought important in an artist’s 

growth. Richards shared his ideas with Patti Hartigan in 1991. “My mission is to 

create a place where failure is not a stigma but a stepping stone to achievement. . . . It 

is only when we fail and understand that failure that we can take the next step toward 

growth.”145 He elaborated on the importance of failure to the playwright’s process in 

his interview with Graham Nesmith. “It is the recovery from failure where learning 

exists. Learning comes about when you fail and understood why, and understand how 

to get out of it, over it, or beyond it.”
146 

Richards’s understanding of the importance 

of failure and recovery in the creative process might have been a key factor in the 

unusual loyalty he inspired in playwrights, a phenomenon that Douglas Anderson 
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noted in his article “The Dream Machine: Thirty Years of New Play Development in 

America.”147 

Another possible contributing factor in the loyalty playwrights felt for 

Richards was his understanding of the line between the responsibility of a director 

and a playwright. For Richards the division of creative responsibility was not only an 

organizing principle or philosophy, but also seemed to have been a source of pride. 

He recalled once suggesting a line to Wilson and his consternation when Wilson 

decided to use the line as given. “He [Wilson] said, ‘That’s it. That’s the line.’ I said, 

‘Are you sure?’ Because I don’t want that responsibility. That was not my job. I want 

the playwright, as I want the actors, to know it’s their own. It’s theirs, not mine.”148  

Richards’s desire to have playwrights own their work led to a new play 

development approach that eschews prescriptive responses. He saw his job as 

divining what playwrights are saying through their work and manifesting those ideas 

on stage.
149 

Richards also acknowledged that there were times when playwrights were 

not aware of their intent, then it became his responsibility to make it possible for them 

to identify it.150 Wilson related an incident that exemplifies how Richards’s approach 

played out in their working process. He recounted that during The Piano Lesson’s 

rehearsal process Richards indicated that there was one scene too many without 

identifying which scene was problematic. Wilson explained, “I found a scene that I 
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thought was expendable . . . I told him I took it out, he said, 'good,' and to this day, I 

don't know if we were both talking about the same scene.”
151

 In an interview with 

Richard Pettengill, Richards offered the rationale behind his approach.  

I never told him which one [scene] was too many. So he went and he 

looked at the script, and he looked at the script, and he studied it and he 

discovered what was for him one scene too many. And he gave me 

back the script, and he does not know to this day whether it was the 

same scene I had in mind. And I will never tell him, because he 

discovered what he had to discover about the play.”152  

That story encapsulates Richards’s stated philosophy when working with 

playwrights: identifying an aspect of the script that was not working without being 

prescriptive, and leaving it to the playwright to make the correction that best serves 

the writer’s intent.  

 Lee Blessing,
153 

another playwright on whose career Richards had a 

significant impact, recalled a meeting with Richards on his second trip as a 

participating playwright at the O’Neill to have their final tête-à-tête of the season. The 

development process had gone well, and Blessing entered the meeting assuming, 

“[Richards]’d pat me on the head.” At that point the plays Blessing had brought to the 

O’Neill were a family play about women living in Iowa and a relationship play about 

a marriage that was falling apart. Without leaving the impression that anything had 

been lacking in his work up to that point, Richards surprised Blessing by asking him 
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if he had ever thought of writing about larger issues. That conversation planted a seed 

that much later germinated into A Walk in the Woods, Blessing’s 1998 Pulitzer Prize-

nominated, Tony Award-winning play. Richards’s suggestion had surprised Blessing 

because it had no recognizable antecedent.154 

Like Blessing, Richard Wesley,
155

 another playwright nurtured by Richards, 

acknowledged Richards’s ability to identify and support potential in playwrights. 

“Lloyd was not one to constantly go around telling writers what to write, but if he 

sensed something in a playwright’s work, again, he’d use that quiet way of his to sort 

of pull it out of you.”156 Richards not only asked questions to help playwrights clarify 

their positions, but also allowed playwrights to talk through issues until they were 

able to do what they needed to do. Wesley recalled with great amusement an 

extended conversation with Richards, in which Richards “gave him permission” to 

make cuts to his play that Wesley instinctively knew were necessary but was reluctant 

to make because the extraneous material was well-written.157   

By helping playwrights’ identify the stories they wanted to tell in ways that 

affirmed their ownership over their artistry, Richards earned their loyalty and a 

sterling reputation as a playwrights’ director. Wesley’s summation of Richards 

encapsulates why he was a director so many playwrights aspired to work with.  
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Lloyd would never have been someone who would go in and 

deliberately try to transform someone else’s work into an expression of 

himself. For him, serving the playwright was always the primary goal. 

So how can I best help you realize your vision on stage? . . . He worked 

very hard to help every young writer he could realize their fullest 

potential.”158  

Richards’s rehearsal halls were governed by a uniformity of purpose that 

extends to all theatre practitioners. Under his leadership the word was the center of 

their practice, and all their efforts were put forward in the service of the word. For 

Richards there was nothing greater than the text. While Richards is lauded as a 

champion of playwrights, it might be more accurate to say that he is a champion of 

the playwright’s text. His commitment to playwrights was a commitment to getting 

the text right. As mentioned previously, Richards took pride in putting on stage 

“whatever [he] divined that playwright was saying through his work.”159 Therefore 

Richards entered the rehearsal process with a deep understanding of the text and a 

determination to have the text live fully on stage for an audience. When directing, he 

did not focus on the historical significance of the plays or their potential for being 

designated as masterpieces. Those considerations were not a part of his process. 

Instead he said that as a director, “you are striving to make everything you do as 

valuable and important, exciting, and engaging as you can.”160 Therefore, although he 

wanted the plays he directed and produced to run because otherwise “nobody would 

get anything out of it if it didn’t run. . . . Meaning, not run [was important.]”161 While 
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this response was specific to his work on A Raisin in the Sun, it seems that it was 

Richards’s approach to directing throughout his career. 

Actors as Embodiments: And the Word Became Flesh 

Richards entered the rehearsal process with a depth of knowledge about the 

play and its characters that rivaled the playwright’s, and a respect for actors’ ability to 

contribute to the development process. “There are things that you can learn 

sometimes from an actor. He's the one who has to live it [the character]. And 

sometimes there are instincts he has that are of value. I must, in acknowledging him 

as an artist, acknowledge that.” After casting actors who fulfilled the image he had in 

mind for the play, Richards et out to work collaboratively, and when appropriate, 

adjust his vision of the roles in response to what he learned from the actors.  

As in his work with playwrights, Richards’s objective was to have actors own 

their success. In pursuit of that objective he avoided imposing his ideas about the play 

and the character therein: Instead he worked to facilitate the actor’s discovery of the 

truths that relates them to their character. “Well, I have to find his truth relative to the 

truth of the character. So he's working from something he cares about and from his 

own impulses, not from an imposition.” Instead of imposing, Richards believed he 

induced actors to make the choices he wanted them to make through questions that 

made the actor’s endpoint ineluctable.162 He elaborated on his goal for actors in the 

rehearsal process in an American Theatre Wing Guide to Careers interview. “I want 

them to do my way out of themselves—is the goal,”163 suggesting that although the 
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actor had the freedom to decide which fruit to pick, it was Richards who ultimately 

chose the tree.  

For Richards, his adhering to the Socratic method was a means of inducing 

actors to make discoveries, thus allowing them ownership of their work: “It is 

different for an actor if I [the actor] am doing something because you said do it, than 

if I am doing it because organically that’s what I must do now. Then it belongs to the 

actor.”164 Richards admitted his commitment to fostering actors’ discovery was a 

reaction to his experience as an actor early in his career and his distaste for directors 

who gave line readings.165  

During the rehearsal process Richards devotes a considerable amount of time 

to sitting at the table with the actors, reading the text closely to fully understand 

characters’ relationships and motivations. This extended exploration of the text 

continues until, as Richards expressed it, “I expect when we get up from the table, 

which is when we can no longer sit there, the impulses are that great that they’ve got 

to move. By virtue of the fact that we have laid all the information in. The impulse is 

in. They kinda know where to move.”166 Having ignited those impulses, Richards 

reported feeling little need to spend time blocking.  

Richards described the development process as transfers of supreme expertise 

from one practitioner to another where the final authority about a character lies with 

the actor-collaborator who embodies that character: “All things being equal, there is a 

point at which the good actor knows more about that role than either the playwright 
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or the director because he is the only person who lives through it in relation to other 

people. That experience is something that no one else has.”167 The quote suggests 

Richards’s respect for the actor’s way of knowing through embodying the character 

and perhaps offers a rationale for his commitment to leading the actor to discovery 

instead of imposing a specific vision that the actor must try to fulfill.  

Richards attributed his perspective on working with actors to an awareness 

born of his experience of having been an actor and being a teacher. This awareness 

allowed him, in his words, “to spot in every artist in that group his or her way of 

working, and to understand their way of working gives you a form or language that 

can exist between the director and a particular actor, as well as a group of actors.”168  

The transition from actor to teacher or director is not always an easy one to 

make in theatre. In several interviews Richards explained his understanding of the 

difference between being an actor and being a director: 

Someone once asked me, "What's the difference between acting and 

directing?" I said that as a director it is as if you are preparing a bird to 

fly. You are teaching, nurturing, caring for it. And one day the bird is 

ready to fly. If you cannot enjoy the fact that the bird is now flying, and 

you are there watching it, you could not be a teacher. Now as an actor, I 

had been the person who flew. Ultimately, after all the preparation, you 

go out there as an individual and you fly. If you can't, as a director, 

stand back and envy (sic) that, then you cannot be a director. If you 

want to be out there and fly, go be an actor.169  

Richards’s record as a teacher and director confirms that he is well able to enjoy 

watching his birds fly.  
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Stanislavski’s Apostles: Many Are Called 

Lloyd Richards identified himself as a “Stanislavski man,” referring to 

Constantin Stanislavski whose theories have profoundly influenced acting pedagogy 

in the United States. 170 Richards explained the practitioner-theorist’s impact on his 

work in 2003.171 “Stanislavsky influenced my work very directly. You’re closer 

sometimes to people like that than you are to the person who’s in the room with 

you.”172  

 In Stanislavsky in America: An Actor’s Workbook Mel Gordon traces a direct 

line from Stanislavski’s System, carried abroad by his expatriate acolytes, to the 

Method, the pedagogical approach that remains the standard for actor training in 

American realism.173 Through close analysis of his own work as an actor and director, 

and his observations of the work of actors he admired, Stanislavski used inductive 

reasoning to systemize an acting technique in an effort to make effective 

performances a reliable outcome instead of a matter of chance. Director Harold 

Clurman explains the System as having two parts: “The first is ‘the work on self,’ the 

training of the actor; the other, for which the System is specifically designed, is ‘the 

work on the part,’ that is working on a role within a production.”174 Clurman also 
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characterized Stanislavski’s System as developing in three phases: the first 

emphasizes affective memory or emotional memory as a means to fulfill the text, 

where the actor recalls a specific personal event in his past in order to generate true 

feeling in relation to a particular scene in a play; the second step employs the ‘magic 

if” and uses the actor’s imagination to substitute a reality from the actor’s life to stand 

in for a situation in the script; and the third step, which was meant to help the actors 

embody characters’ intention through action. 

The prime element that underpins the entire system and gives it its power is 

action. By action Stanislavsky meant not only psychological action—the desire which 

prompts us to act—but the physical steps through which the desire may be aroused 

and fulfilled.175 

Clurman stressed that the three phases of Stanislavski’s System are parts of a 

continuum, interrelated, and vital to each other. While Stanislavski’s System is the 

basis of most of the actor training in the United States, how it is taught is not 

standardized and varies depending on which step in the continuum is stressed by the 

“school” of American realism a specific teacher follows. The splintering in focus 

began early in the organization that is given credit for popularizing Stanislavski’s 

pedagogical approach in the United States, the Group Theatre. 

In 1931 the Group Theatre was formed by Lee Strasberg, Harold Clurman, 

and Cheryl Crawford, all of whom had been introduced to Stanislavski’s work prior 

to their association. The Group Theatre would become one of the most influential 
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forces in acting pedagogy. The 1984 Winter issue of The Drama Review offers a list 

of Group Theatre members who went on to teach acting. 

A short list of them and a few institutes with which they were 

associated testifies to their post-Group influence on American acting: 

Stella Adler (New School, Stella Adler Conservatory); Margaret Barker 

(ANTA); Bud Bohnen (Actors Lab); Phoebe Brand (Actors Lab); Joe 

Bromberg (Actors Lab, American Theatre Wing); Harold Clurman 

(New School, Amherst College); Morris Carnovsky (Actors Lab, Yale 

University); Mary Farmer (New Studio Theatre); Elia Kazan (Actors 

Studio); Bobby Lewis (Sarah Lawrence College, Actors Studio, Yale, 

Rice University); Sandy Meisner (Neighborhood Playhouse); Mary 

Morris (Carnegie Tech); Lee Strasberg (Actors Studio, Lee Strasberg 

Institute).176 

The list is incomplete. Significant to this study is the exclusion of Paul Mann. 

This list and Gordon’s book neglect to mention Paul Mann’s association with the 

Group Theatre and his influence on acting pedagogy. In his review of Gordon’s book 

in Theatre Topics David Krasner highlighted this oversight.  

Finally, while the author recognizes the most important American Method 

instructors, he ignores Paul Mann and his teaching at the Negro Ensemble 

Company (NEC). Among Mann's many students were Lloyd Richards, Sidney 

Poitier, Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee, Cicely Tyson, and other African Americans. 

This omission is unfortunate, because the actors and directors from the NEC 

were highly influenced by Stanislavsky (via Mann) yet added their own 

contributions, creating an American version of the System. 177  

 

Mann not only taught at the Negro Ensemble Company, but he was also the 

Director of Training at the Repertory Theatre of Lincoln Centre. In addition 

immersing himself in Stanislavski’s principles by working with the Group and 

studying at the Neighborhood Playhouse, Mann went on a pilgrimage to the source. 

Like many of Stanislavski’s disciples Mann visited the Soviet Union and observed the 
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work of the Moscow Art Theatre and other theatre companies located there.178 

Richards spoke of Mann’s pilgrimage to the renowned Russian acting teacher when 

discussing the direct impact of Stanislavski’s system on his own work. Mann is the 

only acting instructor Richards identifies in interviews, and therefore it seems logical 

to attribute Richards’s adoption of Stanislavski’s approach to actor training to Mann.  

Clurman asserts that the System was “not, nor was it ever intended to be a 

static body of knowledge. It kept changing not only through the practice of the 

epigones, but with Stanislavski himself.”179 Therefore the variations in teaching 

Stanislavski technique, or approaches based on Stanislavski’s techniques, that began 

early in the technique’s existence would not have been counter to Stanislavski’s 

intention in creating the System, even if the variations were a cause of consternation 

for his American practitioners. In 1964, Mann discussed factors that resulted in the 

variations of the System in the United States. 

[W]hat happened was that ideas brought over by Boleslavski and 

Ouspenskaya at the Lab came into the Group, where men began to 

teach what was most comprehensible to them. They developed only that 

part of the technique which they understood, despite the fact that in 

Russia Stanislavski and his followers were constantly experimenting.
180

 

Even when practitioners were trained together each person’s aptitude resulted in a 

different focus within Stanislavski’s System. In Stanislavsky in America  Mel Gordon 

stated that within the newly formed Group theatre Strasberg was the Artistic Director, 
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Cheryl Crawford the executive producer, and Clurman spokesman and dramaturg.181 

Strasberg’s role as Artistic Director made him largely responsible for directing and by 

extension actor training. He would go on to leave an indelible mark on acting 

pedagogy. It was in the petri dish of the Group Theatre’s rehearsal hall that the 

understanding of Stanislavski’s System mutated and evolved into many of its 

different strains. Two of the most renowned divergent variations of Stanislavski’s 

approach were taught by Stella Adler, who became a member of the Group Theatre 

soon after the company was formed, and Lee Strasberg. After the dissolution of the 

Group Theatre both Adler and Strasberg developed reputations as being among the 

great acting teachers of the Stanislavski technique, even as their differing 

understanding of his teaching remained in place. The acknowledged difference was in 

the weight given to the actor’s personal experience when developing character. 

Strasberg’s approach to the Method was understood to rely heavily on personal 

experience while Adler’s actors focused on the characters’ historical and social given 

circumstances. 

Between Adler and Strasberg’s approaches to Stanislavski are a myriad of 

valid variations, and acknowledging Stanislavski’s influence offers little insight on a 

particular approach to acting pedagogy. Samuel Freedman, however, in his feature 

article “Leaving his Imprint on Broadway,” identifies Richards’s and Mann’s 

approach as navigating the middle between Strasberg and Adler.182  
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Richards and Mann espoused a style of acting somewhere between the two 

major lines of descent from Constantin Stanislavski. While Lee Strasberg taught 

actors to delve into their own psyches for their characters, and Stella Adler taught 

actors to deduce character from the historical and social context of a role, Richards 

and Mann pushed actors to find both the intellectual and the emotional bases for their 

characters. That is, a performer could use personal memories to inform the role, but 

also had to interact with the cast in a way truthful to the time and place of the play.183  

In his 1964 interview with Paul Schnechner entitled “Theory and Practice” for 

The Drama Review, Mann outlines his specifications for an ideal actor training 

curriculum, explaining the importance of cultural knowledge in actor preparation: 

“He [the actor] reads the literature of the period; looks at paintings; studies the 

architecture; eats the food; listens to the music. He absorbs culture as an actor-

anthropologist.”184 In “I Hate Strasberg: Method Bashing in the Academy,” David 

Krasner points out that Mann’s advocacy of the actor-anthropologist aligns with 

Adler’s emphasis on the importance of the given circumstances: cultural, historical 

and political knowledge in performance.185  

Richards’s apprenticeship with Mann created a direct line of influence from 

Stanislavski’s System and Mann’s variation on the American Method. In addition to 

the direct influence of training with Mann, Richards’s career took off at a time when 

many of the Method’s key practitioners were influential presences in the American 
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theatre, and their practice was seen as authoritative, thereby indirectly influencing the 

practice of most practitioners. Richards expressed admiration for the work of two 

such practitioners, Elia Kazan and Clurman, whom he knew both personally and 

through their work. Richards taught at Hunter College with Clurman, and he recounts 

meeting Kazan, whom he called “an inspiration and provocation,” at theatre clubs on 

the road when both directors had shows on tour.
186 

 

Conclusion: Trumpets Shall Sound 

An analysis of Richards’s philosophy of how theatre functions and his 

perception of his working process as described in interviews throughout his career 

reveals his belief that art belongs to everyone and that theatre is an important tool for 

social change with a responsibility to reflect the lives of the entire human community. 

In his practice as a director his intention was to honor the text as written, and to 

support playwrights in ways that enabled them to tell the story they wanted to tell. His 

objective with playwrights was to avoid offering prescriptive advice, and instead, 

through questions draw attention to obstacles to clarity so that playwrights could 

solve whatever issue was at hand in her or his way, thereby maintaining a sense of 

ownership over his or her work.  

As with playwrights, Richards’s goals when working with actors was to 

support actors’ ownership of their work by facilitating discovery instead of blatantly 

imposing his vision. However, what actors discovered was guided by Richards’s 

vision of the needs of the story, and he designed questioning that resulted in actors 

arriving where he needed them to be, so that those needs could be fulfilled. 
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Richards’s protocol of working for an extended period at the table was intended to 

orient the cast to a specific story so that the story told on stage was coherent and 

cohesive.  

Richards identified his approach to directing as rooted in Stanislavski’s 

techniques, but did not elaborate on which variation of Stanislavski he adhered to. 

However his training under Mann, and his neglecting to mention other teachers he 

might have studied with, suggests that his practice followed Mann’s “actor-

anthropologist” approach that favors the importance of historical, cultural and 

political knowledge in performance.  

Having identified Richards’s philosophy of theatre as a social force and his 

intentions in his directing practice, and extrapolated the pedagogical foundation 

behind his practice, I will in my conclusion compare how Richards’s intentions 

correlate with the experiences of the actors and students who worked or studied with 

him. 
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CHAPTER 4: STEPHEN MCKINLEY HENDERSON 

“I don’t want you to feel that it is something that’s either beyond you or that you 

shouldn’t be a part of that.” 

 

 

10. Stephen McKinley Henderson. 
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 Stephen McKinley Henderson, actor, director, educator, is on faculty at the 

State University of New York, Buffalo and has worked extensively in theatre, film 

and television. His Broadway credits include Jim Bono in the 2010 revival of Fences, 

for which he earned a Tony nomination for Best Featured Actor in a play and a 

Richard Seff Award for Outstanding Supporting Actor; Van Helsing in Dracula, the 

Musical; Sammy Bow in Drowning Crow; Slow Drag in the 2003 revival of Ma 

Rainey’s Black Bottom; and Stool Pigeon in King Hedley II. Off Broadway he 

appeared as Bobo in A Raisin in the Sun, Emmett Tate in Zooman and the Sign, 

Turnbo in Jitney, Pontius Pilate in The Last Days of Judas Iscariot, Red Carter in the 

2006 production of Seven Guitars, and returned to King Hedley II as Elmore in 2007. 

He directed Zooman and the Sign in 2009. He has also performed internationally, 

playing Winston in the Irish premiere of Athol Fugard’s The Island for the Dublin 

Theater Festival and reprising his performance as Turnbo, in the Olivier award- 

winning London production of Jitney.  

Active in regional theatres across the country, Henderson was a member of 

the St. Louis Black Repertory Theatre for several years and still maintains a 

relationship with the company. In addition to his work with St. Louis Black Rep, 

Henderson has performed a variety of roles at regional theatres across America, 

including Azdak in The Caucasian Chalk Circle, Creon in Antigone, Falstaff in The 

Merry Wives of Windsor, Sizwe in Sizwe Bansi is Dead, Sitting Bull in Indians, 

Solyony in Three Sisters, and Charley in Death of a Salesman. 

A selected list of Henderson’s movie and television credits include featured 

roles in Lincoln, Red Hook Summer, Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close, Tower 
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Heist, and Everyday People. On television he co-starred in New Amsterdam and had 

recurring roles on Brotherhood, Law & Order, Law & Order: Special Victims Unit, 

Law & Order: Criminal Intent, and Third Watch.  

J. Michael Miller suggested that I contact Henderson regarding my research 

and provided his contact information. Henderson’s response was overwhelmingly 

supportive. During our initial conversation he mentioned that he taught a scene-study 

class that was structured around the principles that he learned studying under 

Richards. At my dismay realizing I would not be able to see those principles at work, 

Henderson volunteered to visit the University of Missouri to conduct a workshop so 

that I would see that approach in action. The offer was so astonishing that although I 

did not think I could fund the visit I was grateful it had been made. After voicing my 

concern about my ability to raise money to fund his visit, Henderson showed his 

commitment to the project far beyond what I could have conceived in my fantasy. He 

volunteered to pay for much of the visit himself. Henderson and his enthusiasm for 

the project turned out to be better than finding a jinn in a bottle. Despite his teaching 

responsibilities at the State University of New York at Buffalo and his shooting 

schedule in Tower Heist Henderson kept the lines of communication open and visited 

the University of Missouri in February 2011, conducting a three-day scene-study 

workshop with fourteen students enrolled in the theatre department. Over the three-

day workshop Henderson responded to prepared scenes, questioning the student-

actors in a way meant to encourage them to think about their process and the text. The 

workshop was simultaneously an opportunity for the students and an opportunity for 

me to see how Richards’s approach worked. The students who were able to 
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participate in the workshop reported in conversation and in follow-up emails that they 

found the experience to be enormously satisfying. Although I did not administer a 

formal questionnaire I received emails from several students stating “Thanks so much 

for putting all of last weekend together. It was a dream,” and “I truly enjoyed the 

workshop, I learned an INCREDIBLE amount and he was just great. It's hard to find 

the words. He just tells you how it is and YOU JUST GET IT. He's ...INCREDIBLE. 

I wouldn't give up the experience for anything!”187  

I found the three days spent in Henderson’s presence to be illuminating as an 

actor and as an instructor. Henderson’s generosity as a teacher was instructive, and 

the improvement in the student-actors’ work and the way they spoke about their work 

was noticeable. Equally valuable to my research was knowing that someone of 

Henderson’s stature flew several hundred miles, worked tirelessly, shared his wisdom 

with a group of strangers without being compensated for his time or efforts because 

he believed in the genius of Richards. Henderson’s gift of self not only told me about 

his spirit but also showed me the deep loyalty Richards engendered in his friends and 

colleagues.  

Due to stringent requirements of MU’s Internal Review Board the proceedings 

of the workshop are not a part of this study. Henderson’s visit was only one of the 

ways he supported this project. He also provided contact information for Michele 

Shay and Roger Robinson and authorized me to use his name as a means of 

introduction.  
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Henderson has a commitment to documenting and spreading Richards’s 

legacy. What follows is constructed from my initial interview with Henderson on 

November 16, 2010. 

*** 

Stephen Henderson’s theatre training began at Lincoln University under the 

auspices of Dr. Thomas D. Pauley. It continued at Juilliard when he was invited to be 

a part of Group 1, the inaugural class of the Drama Division in 1968. His 

conservatory training moved to North Carolina School of the Arts, where he earned 

his Bachelor of Fine Arts, and then followed with graduate training at Purdue 

University, where he completed a Master of Arts. Henderson had a well-established 

career as an actor and teacher before he began studying with Richards. After the end 

of the Richards-Wilson creative collaboration, Wilson continued working with other 

directors on the development of the final four plays in the Pittsburgh Cycle. 

Henderson worked with Wilson’s new development team on the original production 

of King Hedley II and on Marion McClinton’s production of Jitney, one of Wilson’s 

earlier plays that was revised and included in the Pittsburgh Cycle.  

Henderson learned of Richards when he opened the script of A Raisin in the 

Sun while still in high school. During his acting training Richards’s name would be 

evoked from time to time. Additionally the rise of Athol Fugard to prominence on the 

American stage in the nineteen-eighties and Richards’s work at the Eugene O’Neill 

Playwrights Center kept Richards’s work alive in Henderson’s consciousness. After 

year of awareness of Richards, Henderson finally met him in 1996 at a performance 

of Seven Guitars.  
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The Pittsburgh production of Jitney had recently closed when Henderson was 

approached by Israel Hicks (1943-2010), a former student of Richards, with an offer 

to play Red Carter in an upcoming production of Seven Guitars that Hicks would be 

directing in Denver. Guitars was still playing on Broadway, but closing notices had 

been posted, and Hicks suggested that he and Henderson see the New York 

production while they could. The show had two more weeks in its run when 

Henderson attended a matinee performance. He was astounded to find Richards in the 

audience diligently taking notes on the show. Henderson took the opportunity to 

introduce himself to Richards at intermission, mentioning his work on the Pittsburgh 

production of Jitney. He was surprised to discover that Richards was aware of his 

work and elated when Richards left him saying, “I hope we get to see each other 

again.” 

ANALYSIS 

Henderson’s subsequent interactions with Richards had a profound effect on 

his work as an artist and educator. The ideas that emerge as themes in this study relate 

to factors that Henderson now uses in his practice and pedagogy as an artist-educator 

and elements that factored into the development of his mentor-protégée relationship 

with Richards into friendship. Themes that are related to process and pedagogy 

include creating a justified reality, pursuing a text based on truth by way of six 

Stanislavski-based questions, the use of Socratic questioning to engage the text, and 

Richards’s empowerment of actors. Themes relating to Richards’s relationship with 

his actors include his commitment to and support of actors. Additional themes include 
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Richards’s views of Richards’s legacy and the means by which his approach to 

theatre should continue.  

Richards’s Process—Creating a Justified Reality  

Henderson’s first classroom contact with Richards occurred in the 2001 

Scene-Study Master Class. Henderson immediately expressed an interest in the class 

when he first heard about it from Hicks, but expressed some trepidation about 

whether he would be able to get into the class. Hicks assured him that Richards had 

liked Henderson’s work when he had seen him in the New York production of Jitney; 

therefore there was a good possibility that he would be able to take the class. The 

workshop consisted of three four-hour long classes over a three-day period, and the 

activities were divided between scene work and exercises. The actors came prepared 

to work either with a scene or a monologue.  

What Have You Come Here to Do? 

Richards believed good acting depended on good fundamentals.188 Central to 

his pedagogy as an acting teacher was the actor’s understanding of the given 

circumstances. Actors needed to be prepared to answer the six standard Stanislavski-

based questions based on the world of the play: 1) What experience are you coming 

from? 2) What experience are you coming to? 3) What have you come here to do? 4) 

Why? 5) Why now? And 6) How do you want this to affect things? The actors needed 

to be grounded in the given circumstances of the play to answer these six questions 
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that were the basis of Richards’s pedagogy. Henderson explained that the answers to 

these questions in Richards’s class were always text-specific and related to the 

moment, and “Why? Why now?” was a crucial element in Richards’s approach.  

He would want to know, "What was just said to you? Where or what 

experience are you coming from? What caused you to start talking 

here? And what do you want to change about the other person, the 

person you're talking to, when this speech is over?” 

Along with individual scene-study the workshop included silent improvisational 

exercises that were also meant to ground the actors in the given circumstances of the 

play.  

But always, he would ask you to do these things in pursuit of a truth in 

the text. They were never a priori, just an exercise. It was, "This will 

help inform this moment in the story, in the play." It was always about 

serving the text. It's always about serving the play. It's never about just 

your performance. It's about your performance as a by-product of your 

contact with the play.  

Being a part of the Scene Study Master-Class with “all these actors: white, black, 

Jewish, Puerto Ricans—these wonderful actors who came to be in the hands of the 

master,” was a tremendous experience for Henderson.  

In 2003, Israel Hicks and J. Michael Miller nominated Henderson for a 2003 

Fox Foundation Fellowship. The Fox Foundation is committed to the development of 

theatre actors as a strategy to strengthen live theatre.189 To attain that goal it funded 

advance acting training for actors seeking to enhance their craft. Henderson’s twelve 

hours working in the 2001 Scene-Study Master Class with Richards made so great an 

impression, that in 2003 when he had funding from the Fox Foundation to study 

anywhere in the world he chose to study with Richards at The Actors Center. The 
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fellowship was originally meant for one or two semesters, but Henderson took three 

semesters of scene-study classes and a teachers development seminar with Richards; 

the experience helped create an enduring bond of friendship between the two men. 

A 1997 letter from J. Michael Miller to Richards detailed the logistics of a 

proposed Richards workshop at The Actors Center. The workshop, a weekly three-

hour class with an enrollment limit of fifty actors, was conceived as a company. Half 

the members would be invited to join, and the other half would be admitted by 

audition. Membership in the workshop would be renewable every fifteen weeks for 

$100.00. This would allow actors to leave and new people to join, thereby keeping 

the workshop numbers constant. Richards was the primary teacher, and Israel Hicks 

would teach if for some reason Richards became unavailable. The proposed workshop 

would run for thirty weeks between September and June. The initial workshop in 

spring of 1998 was subsidized by a $5000 grant from the New York Times 

Foundation.190  

As conceived, the Richards workshop offered affordable continuing training at 

a very reasonable rate. Although the initial joining fee is not listed, the renewal fee 

asked actors to pay $6.67 weekly for a three hour work shop with Richards. In that 

same letter Miller quoted from memory Richards’s description of the workshop as 

being, “a place where actors can bring work (explore an idea) for continuing 

evaluation in an atmosphere of trust and support, support from colleagues and a 

workshop leader in whom the members have confidence.”191  
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In Henderson’s estimation, his enrollment in Richards’s workshop came at the 

right time in his life. He imagined had he met Richards when they were both younger 

he might have benefitted from the relationship by getting more roles, but being in his 

mid-fifties made it possible for him to truly benefit from Richards’s eighty-plus years 

of living beyond simple career advancement.  

I always said, "Well, I wish I could have done this then.[when I was 

younger]" And then in time, you realize, "Well, that wasn't the time for 

me." But this time, to have been with him when I'm in my late 50s and 

he's in his 80s, it was just the most incredible ease [to be] finally talking 

[with Richards]. 'Cause I knew enough to find out more then. I didn't 

know enough. I mean I didn't really know enough to hang with him 

[chuckle] when I was young.  

 Henderson surmised that both his and Richards’s ages facilitated the 

relationship that developed. Not only was he able to take advantage of Richards’s 

knowledge and experience, but also his age made Richard see him as someone who 

could be mentored and nurtured to carry on the standards that Richards believed in.  

Traveling with Richards was an additional aspect of the fellowship that gave 

Henderson private time to get to know Richards outside the classroom. Richards had 

some mobility issues having undergone his second hip replacement and needing the 

help of a cane to walk. After class it was Henderson’s responsibility to get Richards’s 

car and travel with him to his next appointment. On the first day Henderson was so in 

awe of Richards that he secured the car, gave the driver the address, and sent them on 

their way. The next week Richards addressed the situation.  

"You know, Mr. Henderson, I was told that you were to ride with me 

and assist me on the other end." And I said, "Yes, sir. I know." And he 

said, "You're going to have to just relax around me. I can tell you're as 

nervous as a cat." [laugh] I said, "Well, I will, sir. I will."  
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Although it took Henderson a few trips to become comfortable, the time he spent 

traveling with Richards became important to Henderson who thought of it as his 

“Thursdays with Lloyd.” The Thursday rides from class to Richards’s next 

appointment or to 95
th
 Street where Richards lived allowed a personal connection to 

flourish between the two men.  

I've been very blessed [in his acting teachers, Marian Seldes, Michel 

St.Denis], but to be with Lloyd and talking informally and 

confidentially. I mean there were subjects that he would literally say, 

"Now, I don't want to read about this, Mr. Henderson, but I will share 

with you." . . .But to be in his confidence and be in his trust, and to 

learn. 

Friends of Culture 

Richards often began and ended class with the salutation “friends of culture.” 

After taking attendance he might ask, “Well, Friends of culture, who is working 

today?” He would make a tally of the number of scenes and let the actors know how 

much time would be spent working on each scene. After everyone had worked, if 

there was time left in class, actors were encouraged to work on monologues. 

Monologues served the function of ensuring that each actor would always be prepared 

to work, even if his or her partner had an unexpected absence. Unlike scene work, 

monologues could be pieces that the actor had worked on previously. 

Richards ended workshops with the same salutation, “friends of culture, I’ll 

see you on Thursday.” Henderson feels the salutation “friends of culture” was 

Richard’s recognition of the group as a cohesive whole, as an ensemble. He reports 

that Richards had an end of semester ritual for releasing his class.  

And at the end of the semester, he would invariably say in one form or 

another, he would say, "Well, look around the room. Pick up all your 

belongings. Put the rest in your heart. And go." 'Cause he said, "There 

are belongings--there are things that you've got here that are not 
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tangible that you can't put in your bag. But look around you, pick up 

your belongings--collect your belongings, put the rest in your heart. 

And go. And I'll see you out there, working in the theater."  

Richards envisioned the workshop as being led by someone actors could have 

confidence in, and his approach was geared to creating confidence. He was very 

personal in his teaching, and he was willing to share moments from his life and 

experience, or the lives of others, if he thought the information would help illuminate 

the text. 

Richards’s expectation that everyone should be prepared to work and his 

practice of tallying scenes and letting actors know how much time would be spent on 

their scenes must have been gratifying for the actors. Professional workshops can 

sometimes create anxiety in actors who do not always know whether their chance to 

work will ever come. 

Only if Working or Sick 

Richards viewed the classes as an opportunity for professional actors who 

were not cast in a show to continue working on their skills. Before formal Master of 

Fine Arts programs actors continuously took classes to exercise their skills, but the 

granting of Masters degrees resulted in actors feeling fully trained and therefore less 

likely to take classes as a way of keeping their skills available. Because Richards 

viewed these classes as an opportunity to work he believed there were only two 

legitimate reasons to miss classes:  

"There's a very good reason to not be here. If you miss a class, there's 

one very good reason, and it's because you have work. So that's why 

we're having the classes so that you can get work. So anytime that you 

don't make it here, and you call and say, 'I can't make it. I have a job.'" 

And he said, "That's the best reason. That's the only reason other than 

terrible illness. You should be at every class, because this is your 
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opportunity to work!" And he'd say, "If you don't work here in this 

class, you won't work in the business. If you're not faithful over coming 

to this class and having work here, you will not survive in this business. 

You won't have work. Now, I just want to know who wants to work." 

Along with dedicated attendance Richards also expected every actor to be 

prepared to work every day, primarily on a partnered scene, and as mentioned above, 

to have a monologue ready for work should your scene-study partner book a job or 

fall ill. 

Engaging Dramatic Literature 

Richards discouraged students from revisiting work they had done before. The 

first time actors presented scenes in class they were expected to read the scene in 

class, having already prepared by reading the entire play outside the classroom. 

Richards would be given a copy of the scene, and if he agreed that the scene was 

good material for the actors they would move forward to doing table work in class. 

Richards might then assign the actors to be off-book up to a certain point when they 

brought the scene back to class. Richards would then also prepare for his next 

engagement with the scene by reading the play and information about the play, if he 

was not already familiar with the material. Henderson explained that the point of the 

semester was not how many scenes you did, but how deeply you worked on the 

scene, because the focus of Richards’s teaching was engagement with dramatic 

literature.  

He'd want you to have read the entire play, 'cause he's got to ask you 

questions about the play. So - you're talking about a semester where 

you're going to meet, let us say, 12 times in the semester. There wasn't 

a thing about how many scenes you got done or anything. You'd take 

your time to go in deep. . . . You'd start with, "Let's read the scene. 

What's the scene about?" Because again, his entire approach is about 
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serving the dramatic literature. So the first thing that has to be 

examined is the dramatic literature. And that's what he'd do. 

Henderson described Richards’s classroom as having a format but no formula, 

and in that space each scene was dealt with differently. Sometimes Richards might 

ask scene-study partners to return to the scene with only a part of it memorized. Other 

times Richards might allow the actors to do the entire scene without stopping them; 

other times he would focus on a moment or a beat, stopping the scene and having the 

actors go back after asking the ritual questions: “Where are you coming from? Where 

are you coming from? What just happened?"  

Ask Questions That Shift Behavior  

The six Stanislavski-based questions were only the beginning of the questions 

posed to actors in Richards’s classroom. Henderson’s memory of Richards’s 

classroom was that it was always Socratic. Richards shared anecdotes from his life if 

he felt it might help actors better understand the text. Except for sharing anecdotes his 

primary mode of interacting was by use of Socratic questioning. Since all the answers 

were embedded in the text, the point of Richards’s questions was to send the actor 

back to the text in search of the given circumstances, thereby deepening the actor’s 

understanding of the text. Richards’s questions were often meant to help actors focus, 

when he felt that something was missing in their work. In addition, his questions were 

sometimes meant to be answered in behavior, not with words.  

The restriction to Socratic exchange also included the other actors in the 

room. In early class sessions actors were not invited to peer critique each other’s 

work. Later, after they were working at a certain level, Richards might invite them to 

contribute to the class discussion. Prescriptive responses were proscribed. Actors 
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were not allowed to say what they would do if they were performing the scene. 

Instead they were asked, “Do you have a question to ask that would help them if they 

answered in behavior?” Students were also told, "Don't speak until you have really 

crafted a question, the answer to which, if they answer it, will bring their attention to 

the thing you saw missing in the work." These restrictions minimize superfluous 

questions that did not bring the actor’s attention to a text-based answer. 

 Henderson reports that while Richards might ask questions that have literal 

answers, many times he was seeking something else. “But sometimes he would ask a 

question, and he would just see your face and be like, ‘Now, good. Don't answer me. 

Put it in the behavior.’"  

By insisting that actors only ask questions that bring their peer’s focus back to 

the text Richards was not only showing them how to help each other but also how to 

examine their own choices as actors.  

What would happen is [that] someone would ask a very astute question, 

saying—Even if they were to say, "What time is it?" And the person 

would go, "Oh, yeah. Yeah. I have to consider it's 3:00 in the morning." 

. . . Then sometimes it's just the conditions in the room that someone's 

attention needed to be brought to. "Is there a child sleeping in the next 

room?" And something like that would make the actor go, "Oh, wow. 

Yeah." And so they didn't have to say anything if the question itself led 

them to more truthful behavior.  

For Henderson, Richards’s genius lay in his ability to ask insightful questions 

that led actors to the answers that became theirs. Henderson used another of 

Richards’s adages to explain the result of this process. “So it wasn't something that 

you were trying to get right. It was something you were trying to get true.”  
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Training Actors to be Self-reliant  

Richards expected actors to think critically about their work, to set goals, and 

evaluate their progress. At the conclusion of each scene, as part of his response, 

Richards inevitably asked each actor what they were working on today and how did it 

go. Often actors would indicate what they were working on, but were reluctant to 

evaluate how effective they had been.  

He'd [Richards] have to say, "Well, how did it feel?" But then after a 

time, he'd ask that question, and an actor would say, "I really needed to 

concretize myself. I wanted to make sure that I was really hearing the 

other actor and responding to what they said and not responding to 

[how] I thought the scene should go. I was really trying to do what you 

said about listening to the meaning and then hear, rather than listen. 

Really hear the other person before I go into my next moment. And I 

felt it went pretty good today. I really think I got better at it today." 

Once the actor had evaluated his work Richards would respond to the actor’s 

perception of his success, by either confirming progress, "Well, I think you moved 

forward from last time." Or by indicating that the actor had more work to do and 

offering adjustment or ideas to consider that might bring the actor closer to his goal. 

The actor’s evaluation of his own work was important to Richards, who saw it as a 

step by the actor towards taking control of his own work.  

 At times, when an actor’s perspective did not coincide with Richards’s 

perception of the performance presented, Richards would remind the actors of the 

work that needed to be done to accomplish their goals.  

Or he would say, "I really don't think--I don't know how many times 

did you guys get together? Have you worked on this? Let's be honest 

here. 'Cause you can't just come in here and do such and such. . . .The 

playwright says such and such. Have you read the entire play? You 

cannot do a scene from a play, not having read the entire play. Because 

you're making an assumption about this moment that's not true. You 

need to read the earlier scene.”  
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 Although Richards did not articulate his reasoning to him, Henderson read 

Richards’s insistence on actors evaluating their own work as Richards’s means of 

insuring that the actor remains in control of his craft.  

He didn't want you [the actor] to be so tied to someone else's approval. 

He didn't want you to be just up there, working to get someone else's 

sanction. And he wanted you to become an artist in your own right, to 

be able to assess. He said, "Don't watch yourself. You don't want you 

watching yourself. But after it was over, what did you just experience? 

And what can you do? What are your own tastes, your own standards?" 

He wanted them to be yours.  

Richards’s entire approach can be seen as developing the actor’s critical thinking 

about his or her process as a means of engendering self-reliance. Richards’s 

expectation that actors be aware of what aspects of their work needed improvement 

focuses actors’ efforts and makes their process deliberative. The actors’ post-

performance evaluation then reinforces the actors’ sense of being in charge of their 

own work and progress. 

Nothing is Beyond You 

Henderson spent most of his time studying with Richards working on 

Shakespeare. Henderson’s encounter with Shakespeare during his Juilliard training 

had shaken his confidence and made him question his ability to perform the classics. 

Although Joseph’s Papp’s radical experiment with multicultural casting in 

Shakespeare in the Park had been going on for years, the idea that Shakespearean 

characters must be performed in a particular way was still prevalent. At Juilliard, 

Henderson felt the weight of coming from a background where he and one of his 

brothers were first generation college students, and the arts, particularly classic 

dramatic literature, was not valued in his home. He found his exposure to 
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Shakespeare had been culturally damaging and felt bruised by the sense of cultural 

superiority that accompanied its teaching at Juilliard. Because of his experience, he 

shunned working on Shakespeare. 

Richards had fallen in love with theatre through the power of Shakespeare’s 

words and set about opening Shakespeare for Henderson and helping him establish 

his right to the material.  

He said, "I don't care whether you do the classics, but I don't want you 

to feel that it is something that's either beyond you or that you shouldn't 

be a part of that. I just don't want you to be a victim. I'd rather you have 

a victory here."  

Under Richards’s guidance Henderson set about working on some of the great 

Shakespearean roles, whether he would be cast in them or not: He tackled Shylock, 

King Lear, Othello, and Macbeth, and at times found himself caught by one of 

Richards’s adages: You have to start right to stay right.  

I know I worked hard—I will never forget working on the Scottish play 

and playing the Big Mac. And I'd go out and come in and he'd say—

and I [would just walk] through the door and come in and say the first 

line. He said, "Nope, nope. Go back out. No, no, no. That's not—You're 

not coming from where you're supposed to be coming from. You're not 

coming here to—No, no, no. I don't—Nope. don't believe it. Go back." 

I'd go back. I'd come in. Go back, come in. "Oh, go back, go back." 

Then I'd come in and start, and then he'd say, "All right. Now we're 

there. Now go back and see if you can do it again." [Laugh] And I'd go 

back, come in, and then get through the whole thing. He said, "You've 

got to start right to stay right. You must start right to stay right. You've 

got to come from that previous experience. Bring that into this. And 

come here to do this. And get through it."  

Perhaps Henderson’s time studying with Richards had some effect on his 

Shakespeare aversion. His resume has a credit for playing Falstaff in The Merry 

Wives of Windsor. 
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Richards’s Commitment to Actors 

 Henderson believes that Richards’s expertise as a teacher or artist was only 

one factor that made him revered by so many actors. The other factor that contributed 

to Richards’s reputation was his decency and generosity as a human being. 

Henderson’s first encounter with Richards can be seen as an example of his integrity 

as an artist and his support of actors. Even after closing notices had gone up for 

Guitars, Richards was still invested in the actors and the production enough to 

continue to seek ways to fine-tune the show.  

That's why I saw him at the Seven Guitars in the audience in the last 

two weeks of the run, still taking notes, still telling actors how we can 

perfect this, how we can make this better. . . .But what he was always 

doing, whether the show was about to close or whether it was just 

opening, "Let us get the very best we can." And to see him there, giving 

notes the last two weeks of the show, was the most impressive thing.  

Richards’s Generosity with Actors 

In 2000, after Henderson had introduced himself to Richards at a matinee of 

Seven Guitars and before he had taken Richards’s 2001 Scene-Study Master Class, 

the McClinton production of Jitney opened in New York after having toured several 

theatres in the League of Resident Theatre. By this time, Richards’s working 

relationship with August Wilson and Benjamin Mordecai had long ended. Their 

relationship had changed significantly with the creation of Sageworks, a partnership 

between Wilson and Mordecai, before the development of Seven Guitars. 

Consequently the last four plays in Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle were developed 

without any input from Richards. Despite the change in their relationship the show’s 

producer, Mordecai, had made several overtures to Richards, inviting him to see the 

show. Richards did not accept the invitation.  
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During the New York run of Jitney Israel Hicks invited Henderson to attend a 

roundtable of master teachers organized by J. Michael Miller at the Actors Center. At 

that event, Hicks and Miller introduced Henderson to Richards and mentioned that 

Henderson was currently performing in Jitney. Having been given the opening 

Henderson took the opportunity to let Richards know how much the actors really 

wanted him to see their work.  

I said, "The actors are very disappointed that you haven't come to see 

it."  

He said, "The actors want me to come and see it?"  

I said, "Yes, sir. I mean we've all been working on an August Wilson 

play now for three or four years. But if you don't see it, we don't feel 

like we're--if we don't get to touch you, we don't feel like we're in an 

August Wilson play."  

And he said, "The actors feel that way, really."  

And he said, "Well, then I'll come, Stephen."  

I said, "Well, thank you." And I arranged tickets.  

At this point, Henderson did not have a significant relationship with Richards, only 

having met him briefly on one occasion at a matinee of Seven Guitars. Yet, despite 

the brevity of their acquaintance, despite the difficulties Richards had had with the 

management of the show, when he was told that the actors were disappointed by his 

absence, he was willing to put aside his issues and attend to support the actors, much 

to the surprise of Mordecai. Henderson explained that on the day that Richards came, 

Mordecai was caught off guard.  

Ben Mordecai came running backstage. He said, "Lloyd Richards is 

here. Lloyd Richards is here."  

And I said, "Yeah, I know that."  

And he said, "How do you know?"  

I said, "Well, I arranged the tickets."  

And he said, "We've been trying to get him to come and he wouldn't 

come."  

I said, "Yeah, but when he heard that the actors wanted him to come, he 

said he would come." He came to see the show, and he came backstage.  
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Richards came backstage after the show to acknowledge the actors, some of 

whom he had worked with, including Anthony Chisholm and Paul Butler. Richards’s 

presence in the actors’ dressing room brought a jolt of excitement; the cast responded 

as if royalty had dropped by unannounced.  

Lloyd was such an elegant man. He said, "I thoroughly enjoyed the 

performance. Do you mind if I use your facilities?" And we were so 

proud that Lloyd Richards was about to take a piss in our dressing 

room. [Chuckles] We were really very very proud. And he went in the 

bathroom, and you could see us, just like kids. "That's Lloyd! That's 

Lloyd! That's Lloyd!"  

Henderson reports that Richards’s exit from the actors’ dressing room left a 

deep impression. “Then he came out, and I'll never forget. We all speak of this often. 

He said, ‘All right, gentlemen. Finish big. Finish big.’” That rallying call told of 

Richards’s support for the actors despite his disagreements with the production’s 

management. It also reminded Henderson of Richards’s taking notes of a matinee 

performance two weeks before Guitars closed: For Richards the patron who saw the 

show on the second to last week of a run deserved as much from the cast as the patron 

who saw the show on opening night. 

You Should be Working. You Are a Good Actor. 

Henderson notes that encountering Richards could be like a tonic for 

unemployed actors.  

And the other thing about Lloyd which has to do with this is that he'll 

see you on the street as an actor, and he would say,  

"Where are you working?"  

And if you said, "Well, I'm not working right now,"  

Lloyd's response was invariably, "Well, you should be working. You're 

a good actor. It's their loss, not yours."  

And that, if you've been out of work for a year and you ran into Lloyd, 

and he said, "Where are you working?"  

And you said, "Well, I'm not working right now, sir."  
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He'd say, "Well, you should be working. You're a good actor. That's the 

business. That's not you."  

Henderson explained that Richards’s expression of faith in an actor’s talent 

could lift that actor’s spirit almost as effectively as booking a job. Another way that 

Richards supported actors was to attend productions that they were a part of. He went 

to see Henderson as Pontius Pilate in The Last Days of Judas Iscariot at the Public 

Theatre. “And he would always come to see shows I was in and then talk to me after 

about the work and about playwrights and how to serve students.” Conversely, 

Richards had little patience with actors who were less than appreciative of 

opportunities that came their way. 

But now, then if you--and Lloyd talked about this, the kind of person 

who’d say, "Oh, I'm working. I'm doing this show. But this director 

really doesn't know it. I'm working with [a director] that does and 

such."  

Then he'd say, "Just stop it. Just stop it. Would you? Your first 

obligation is to keep the job. Don't talk yourself out of the job. There 

are plenty of actors who would be glad. If you've got a problem with 

that job, there are plenty of actors who would be glad to replace you. So 

if you have a job, keep the job. Be faithful to the job. Better to 

complain about the job you have than complain about not having a job. 

But don't complain to me. I don't want to hear it. I just want to know 

you're working. Go and do the job."  

Richards’s impatience with actors who were cavalier about opportunities that 

came their way when other equally talented actors went without came from his belief 

that those actors mistook their presence for the event.  

Entrusted with the Master Teacher’s Legacy 

Unlike the other respondents in this study, Henderson had an identity as an 

artist-educator when he began studying with Richards, and the context within which 

he formally studied with Richards placed a premium on that role. An important aspect 
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of The Actors Center mission is the training of acting teachers, and Richards 

approached the task with enthusiasm. Henderson felt that everything Richards taught 

him as a teacher and shared with him as a mentor and friend was done to strengthen 

him as an artist and educator. Indeed Henderson has a sense that he was entrusted 

with Richards’s legacy as an artist-educator. 

Henderson views Richards as one of the architects of modern theatre. That 

belief comes out of the importance of Richards’s contribution to the nurturing of 

playwrights. Not only does Henderson consider the playwrights whose careers 

Richards directly affected during his tenure at the O’Neill, but he also extends 

Richards’s influence to include playwrights who benefit from the development 

programs that were built on the structural design Richards pioneered at the O’Neill. 

He counts the Sundance Theatre Lab, the Midwest Playwrights Conference, the Last 

Frontier in Alaska, and Hartford Stage’s New Play Development program. For theatre 

practitioners who believe in text-based work, the nurturing of playwrights is essential 

to the modern theatre. After his work as a nurturer of playwrights, Henderson 

believes that Richards’ work in rehearsal halls and classrooms was where he 

performed magic.  

Like many practitioners who worked or studied with Richards, Henderson 

tried to convince Richards to leave a record of his process. Henderson went so far as 

to introduce Richards to Dr. Samuel Hays, Ed Bullins’s biographer, hoping that 

Richards would collaborate and thereby leave evidence of his approach in the world. 

Richards showed little interest in documenting his process. 

"You know, Steven, I'm just not really as concerned about writing a 

book," he said. Because he felt that his principles were passed on 
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through those artists [whose maturation he had something to do with]. 

And that the principles, he said, "I didn't care if they say, 'Well, Lloyd 

Richards said this,' if the principle is passed on."  

Richards’s lack of interest in documenting his process combined with his 

desire to have the principles used in his process survive him can be seen as a reason 

he embraced the idea of training acting teachers.  

 The Master’s Axioms 

Throughout our interview Henderson offered several adages he learned 

studying with Richards that embodied the principles of Richards’s approach to scene 

study. Some of these adages pertained to ways of looking at the art of acting, others 

were related to specific tasks or skills, and yet others can be seen as being oriented 

beyond the practice to an approach to viewing life.  

As mentioned previously, Professor Henderson’s commitment to sharing the 

principles embedded in Richards’s technique resulted in him leading a three day 

scene-study workshop at the University of Missouri in February 2011. Watching that 

workshop allowed me to witness Richards’s principles implemented by someone who 

had been taught by Richards.192 Throughout the workshop Henderson returned to 

these foundational ideas about ways of thinking about the work of actors. The point 

that was stressed more than any other was the commitment to text. Time and time 

again Professor Henderson stressed the importance of the text as he made clear that 

the most effective way of creating character and understanding character choices is by 

creating a justified reality. A performance that is justified by the text and the actors’ 

experience and imagination will bring the most coherent and complex performance to 
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the stage. The best performances are the ones that are supported by the text, therefore 

the best approach to creating character is to commit to serving the text of the play. A 

dedication to serving the text will stop actors from mistaking their presence in a 

production for the event of the occasion. But the actor is never the event. The actor is 

there to contribute to the event. The event is the play. 

Another important Richards principle that Henderson worked to imprint in his 

teaching is that in acting the effort “should not be to get it right but to get it true.” 

Getting it true involves being in the moment and responding honestly to what is given 

to you by the other actor within the context of the scene. Additionally, artists need to 

“ask the right questions and answer them with their performance, answer them with 

behavior, answer them with the choices they make.”  

“Communication doesn’t happen when words are exchanged. Communication 

happens when meaning is exchanged.” Therefore it is important for actors to look 

beyond the words in any exchange and discover the meaning. Another related precept 

was Richards’s assertion that “it was not enough to listen, what was important was 

hearing.” During his workshop at Mizzou Henderson clarified what it means to have a 

moment on stage, “a minute is a measure of time, a moment is a measure of 

meaning.” Although the adage did not come up in our interview I found it so 

illuminating that I have added it to the list of principles. Another of Richards’s adages 

that Henderson admits to using often is, “you don’t go to the corner to wait for the 

bus. You go to the corner to catch the bus.”  

 Richards was concerned that actors were so focused on moving forward in 

their careers that they forget that their function is one of service to the text. Obsessing 



 

 

129 

on your career seems like an ineffective use of time, because so much of what 

happens regarding your career is out of your control. Richards’s solution for that 

conundrum is to focus where you do have some power to make changes. Perhaps the 

most useful adage that Richards offered was not confined to the theatre but could be 

seen as a way of looking at life.  

And the career you seek may elude you, but the level of craft that you 

seek, that's in your hands. And there are painters who've painted their 

whole life and they live in obscurity, but the level of their painting has 

gotten better and better and better and better because that's what they've 

been pursuing. They haven't been pursuing getting their paintings sold 

at Sotheby's. They've been pursuing getting better at their craft." And so 

he would often say that about: "The career you seek may elude you, but 

the craft that you seek is in your hands." 

Perpetuating the Legacy  

Henderson has proven his commitment to keeping Richards’s legacy alive in 

this world. Like Richards, he is an actor, director and educator and has access to the 

contexts in which to apply and to spread Richards’s principles. His advanced scene-

study class at the State University of New York Buffalo is designed to expose his 

students to Richards’s technique. Although the class is currently an elective, it will be 

a requirement for BFA students in the near future. Henderson is in the position to do 

as Richards requested: "You must fortify your students with a justified reality. They 

must know that we are serving the play."  
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CHAPTER 5: RON VAN LIEU 

“He told me I was welcome to come into the room.” 

 

 

11. Ron Van Lieu 
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 Ron Van Lieu is the chair of the Acting Department, and fittingly, holds the 

Lloyd Richards Professor of Acting appointment at Yale school of Drama. Before 

accepting that position in 2004, Van Lieu taught at the New York University (NYU) 

Tisch School of the Arts Graduate Acting program for 29 years. He was also a 

founding faculty member of both The Shakespeare Lab at the New York Shakespeare 

Festival and The Actors Center. Van Lieu’s professional credits include acting roles 

off-Broadway, at The New York Shakespeare Festival, the Public Theater, 

Playwrights Horizons, and with the Milwaukee Repertory Theatre. His directing 

credits include work at Playwrights Horizons, The Public Theater, Syracuse Stage, 

and the College of Santa Fe’s Greer Garson Theatre, as well as over 50 productions 

for the NYU Graduate Acting Program. In 1993 he was recognized for outstanding 

achievement in classroom teaching with New York University’s Distinguished 

Teaching Medal.193 Mr. Van Lieu, a 1969 graduate of NYU’s Graduate Acting 

Program, began studying with Lloyd Richards in 1966. 

I met Ron Van Lieu in January 2011, while doing research in the Lloyd 

Richards Papers at Yale University’s Beinecke Library. While at Beinecke I had 

called J. Michael Miller at The Actors Center to arrange an interview with him later 

that week in New York City. When Miller heard I was on the Yale campus he alerted 

me to Van Lieu’s position as chair of Yale’s acting program and Van Lieu’s 

association with Richards. Although the university was on Winter Break I was able to 

reach Professor Van Lieu. Despite the short notice and his busy schedule (he was in 

the process of reviewing applications for his program), Van Lieu agreed to meet with 
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me for a brief period of time. We met in his office on the Yale campus. Out of respect 

for his schedule, I intended to do a brief introduction and be on my way. Once we sat 

down, however, I deeply regretted being woefully unprepared for the interview, as 

Van Lieu’s conversation was rich with information germane to the project. Van Lieu 

happily revisited his days as Richards’s student and showed me a program from the 

original production of A Raisin in the Sun autographed by Sidney Poitier, Claudia 

McNeill, Ruby Dee, and Diana Sands. After seeing the original production on his 

visit to New York in 1959, Van Lieu had waited and gotten the actors’ autographs. I 

did my best to take notes on our conversation that would serve as points of departure 

when we conducted a formal interview. After chatting for twenty-five minutes we 

said goodbye. In March of 2011 I telephoned Van Lieu in his office and revisited his 

experience studying with Richards at New York University. The following narrative 

is a recapitulation of Van Lieu’s experiences of studying with Richards constructed 

from information gathered in both interviews.  

*** 

 

 In 1959, 17-year-old Ron Van Lieu used money he had saved from summer 

jobs to travel from Wooster, Ohio to New York, via bus, with the intention of seeing 

several Broadway plays. Two of the productions he saw that summer would set the 

standards for his views on excellence in theatre. The plays were Tennessee 

Williams’s Sweet Bird of Youth directed by Elia Kazan and Lorraine Hansberry’s A 

Raisin in the Sun directed by Lloyd Richards. At the time of his visit Van Lieu was 

interested in acting, and seeing those productions confirmed his desire to be in 

theatre.  
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In 1966 Van Lieu returned to New York to study directing in the graduate 

directing program at New York University’s one-year-old Tisch School of the Arts. 

Van Lieu found the new program disorganized. Despite the lack of organization in the 

directing program, however, it included one policy that turned out to be fortuitous for 

Van Lieu; its directors were required to cross-train in acting classes. That requirement 

allowed Van Lieu to study with the director who had helped confirm his desire to 

pursue a career in theatre, Lloyd Richards.  

Van Lieu entered Richards’s classroom with a mixture of anticipation and 

anxiety. Richards’s stature as the groundbreaking Broadway director of A Raisin in 

the Sun, whose work had helped Van Lieu decide on a career path, contributed to his 

fears. Richards’s stature was not Van Lieu’s only source of concern. His life before 

NYU, growing up in a small, rural, homogenous, white community in Wooster, Ohio, 

and living mostly in the Midwest, had not exposed him to racially or culturally 

diverse populations. His lack of direct interaction with diverse populations and the 

socio-political foment of the times—this was 1966 at the height of the Black Arts and 

Black Power Movements—made him consider how he would be perceived and 

received in Richards’s classroom. Van Lieu wondered if his lack of experience in a 

diverse environment would cause whatever he did in the classroom to be wrong, or if 

he would offend Richards. Conversely, Van Lieu wondered if Richards would be 

interested in him or be able to relate to him as a white person. Knowing little about 

Richards beyond his professional credits, Van Lieu wondered if perhaps Richards 

might be a Black revolutionary, complete with all the grievances associated with that 

political stance.  
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However, once inside Richards’s classroom, Van Lieu’s fears disappeared 

because Richards sent a clear message that all are welcome, everyone could work 

with anyone, and everyone could work on anything. Therefore in that space 

Shakespeare, Chekhov, and every role in the American canon was accessible to every 

and any one, despite color, culture, or background. In Richards’s classroom students 

were encouraged to think beyond contemporary assumptions and were given 

permission to create a world unfettered by the restrictions of the times. For Van Lieu, 

Richards’s authority and stature allowed him to expand his students’ ways of thinking 

about doing plays in ways that they had not thought possible or permissible. Within 

his classroom Richards promoted the idea that Van Lieu’s generation of actors and 

theatre artists had permission to use their imaginations to create worlds beyond the 

present reality.  

Van Lieu acknowledged that creating artists who were prepared to work in a 

multi-cultural, multi-racial environment was a part of the mission of the NYU 

graduate theatre program, but for Van Lieu that mission was most palpably felt in 

Richards’s classroom. He grew to understand that Richards did not belong to one 

community as an artist, that Richards would work very hard for the community that 

he was a part of, a community that had not had a chance to be heard, but that did not 

mean he would marginalize others.  

Years later, when Roger Robinson, the acclaimed actor and a former student 

of Richards, identified his former teacher as the “father of modern theatre” at 

Richards’s memorial service, Van Lieu wholeheartedly agreed with the designation. 

Although Van Lieu believed few of his cohorts in 1966 thought that non-traditional or 
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color-blind casting was something they would be allowed to, or even wanted to do—

they knew in Richards’s classroom, if they were going to work together, that was the 

way they had to work together. By inviting everyone into the room and establishing 

their right to be there, Van Lieu believed Richards had given his students a glimpse of 

what modern theatre could be.  

 Van Lieu found that Richards’s acting class went beyond teaching the skills 

necessary to succeed in the theatre. While Richards’s teachings equipped his students 

with an enviable foundation in the craft, he also made them aware of the nobility and 

moral duty that came with the profession. Richards’s dedication to the idea of 

something happening in the theatre between the stage and the audience, his 

understanding that actors have power in the theatre to affect people, to reach people, 

and his conviction that therefore that power must be used responsibly, and 

generously, opened Van Lieu to a greater understanding of the work of an actor.  

 Central to Richards’s approach to actor training was the development of 

responsible, self-reliant actors. His instruction required that the actor take ownership 

of his work and be able to evaluate his process. The idea of actors’ evaluating their 

own work was a new concept to Van Lieu and went against his previous assumptions. 

Prior to Richards he had believed that if an actor could actually judge and respond to 

his own work, then that actor had not been truly engaged in the scene. His studies 

with Richards convinced Van Lieu of the importance of actors having two 

simultaneous foci of concentration: the actor must be deeply engaged as the character, 

while simultaneously, consciously guiding himself through the performance. By 
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acting and being aware that he is acting the actor is then able to evaluate his own 

work and gain a sense of self-reliance. 

 At the end of his first semester at NYU Van Lieu received a secondhand 

report of Richards’s evaluation of his ability. Richards’s end-of-semester evaluation 

had identified “that director kid” as “the best actor in the class.” On learning 

Richards’ views, Van Lieu finally had the courage to pursue his first interest and 

asked the administration if he could be switched from the directing program to the 

acting program.  

For Van Lieu, Richards’s evaluation was a defining moment. Receiving 

affirmation from a respected theatre professional was a gesture that told him, 

“Welcome. You belong in the room.” Richards’s welcome erased his doubts about 

pursuing acting. And it gave him permission and the confidence to pursue an acting 

career. Although Van Lieu’s life rarely intersected with Richards’s after he graduated 

from New York University, his experience studying with Richards remained 

influential throughout his career. 

THE ANALYSIS  

My conversation with Van Lieu revealed four particular features of Richards’s 

approach to actor training that left a marked impression on Van Lieu. These include: 

Richards’ fostering of an inclusive perspective, stressing the importance of acting and 

the actor’s responsibilities, developing self-reliant artists, and creating a safe 

environment for learning. Another significant feature that emerged concerned the 

elements from his experience with Richards that Van Lieu has incorporated in his 

teaching practice. These features serve as themes in my analysis. 
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Fostering an Inclusive Perspective  

Richards’s open-armed welcome to his students, regardless of their 

backgrounds, left a deep impression on Van Lieu. This sense of welcome fostered in 

Richards’s classroom was particularly important because of the socio-political reality 

in the United States in the mid-1960s. During that period Jim Crow segregation was 

still practiced in the Southern states, and Civil Rights organizations were actively 

engaged in the struggle for human rights and equal justice. The year previous to Van 

Lieu’s enrollment at NYU, 1965, was the year of Malcolm X’s assassination and the 

March from Salem to Montgomery, and 1966 saw the Student Non-violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC)’s opposition to the Vietnam War and the founding 

of the Black Panther Party. The media coverage of the time portrayed a nation 

violently divided along racial lines. Before attending NYU, Van Lieu had little 

experience working or studying under an African-American authority figure, and his 

rural Midwest background had not allowed for significant interaction across racial or 

cultural lines. Therefore it is not unexpected that he might have entered Richards’s 

classroom with a sense of trepidation. His lack of knowledge about Richards’s 

background (including Richards’s inter-racial marriage) coupled with the media 

image of an angry, disenfranchised African-American population surely fed his fears. 

Additionally, at this time the media images of the Civil Rights Movement was 

transitioning from the non-violence of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

to advocates of armed resistance represented by members of the Black Power 

Movement and the Black Panther Party. When the politics of the time is taken into 

consideration, without factoring the specifics of who Richards was, Van Lieu’s 
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concerns seem justified. In that context, it follows that Richards’s egalitarian 

welcome would leave a deep impression on Van Lieu. 

Van Lieu discussed how his background contributed to his concerns: 

I grew up in this all white very small, rural –- Wooster, Ohio. It’s not so 

small now. But at the time it was a pretty small little town. . . . because 

I only knew him as the first Black director on Broadway, and because I 

only knew him as the man who did A Raisin in the Sun . . . I didn’t 

know how he would relate to me as a white person. I didn’t know the 

degree to which he would literally be interested in me. . . . It’s actually 

the thought that I had in 1966. And I didn’t know that he was married 

to a white woman. I didn’t know that. . . . I wondered if he was going to 

be like a black revolutionary, or if whatever I did was going to be 

wrong, or if I was going to offend him. I had so many bad fears about 

being in the room with him.  

Despite Van Lieu’s unfamiliarity with the social dynamics of a multicultural 

environment he recalls that Richards’ way of keeping the classroom focused on his 

students’ needs made all the students feel welcome in spite of their different 

backgrounds:  

When I came to New York suddenly I was in a room with people who 

were not middle-class white people, and discovering who they were, 

and how differently everybody thought, discovering what kind of a 

diverse world there actually was beyond the Midwest. And Lloyd made 

the room about everybody. The message was everybody belongs in this 

room. Everybody belongs in this room and everybody can work with 

everybody. 

From Van Lieu’s perspective Richards not only focused on his students but he 

proceeded from the position that all his students’ options were not limited by the 

specifics of their given circumstances: “At that point when we were working with 

him it was just the idea that there is nobody in this room that can’t do anything they 

wanted to do in theatre.”  

Richards’s fostering of an inclusive environment was not limited to creating a 

welcoming environment. He actively encouraged his students to think beyond the 
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status quo that seemed to limit options based on race and ethnicity. Without overt 

political lectures, he encouraged them to see a changed and different world. Van Lieu 

does not mention any talk of politics in the classroom. But by opening the American 

theatre canon to all, Van Lieu believes Richards gave his students permission to 

imagine a different world and shifted their perspective. In that classroom Richards’ 

pedagogy helped Van Lieu see new possibilities.  

You [Richards’s students] can learn to create worlds that don’t exist yet 

in theatre literature, and opportunities that don’t exist yet in theatre 

literature, where there is not such culturally distinct and segregated 

worlds. And you can even take plays like Shakespeare’s plays, or even 

Chekhov’s plays, or lots of different plays, and you can put actors of all 

different colors in those parts and you can create a world there that 

nobody thought you had permission to do before.  

Van Lieu indicates that Richards’s ability to create a new perspective was embedded 

in his professional stature in the theatre and his authority in the classroom. 

So he [Richards] was expanding—and because of who he was and the 

degree of authority and respect that everybody had for him—the idea 

that he was inviting people to think about doing plays that way, and not 

be afraid to do plays that way, was another sort of widening, opening 

up a door in a way that people hadn’t thought either was possible or 

permissible. 

Van Lieu believes that through his leadership Richards made his students aware of 

their ability and responsibility to create a world of multi-cultural possibilities that did 

not exist in the real world, and had not yet been fully explored. 

You [Richards’s students] are a generation of young actors and theatre 

artists that can create new realities if you will open up your imagination 

and your sense of permission of how to do that. 

The idea of Richards as a Black revolutionary that had given Van Lieu pause 

before beginning the program disappeared with classroom contact. Instead Richards 
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introduced Van Lieu to revolutionary ideas about art’s ability to conceive a world that 

had not yet been imagined.  

Acting is Important Work/Actors Had Responsibilities 

Richards’s belief in the importance of theatre and the greater responsibility of 

actors was an important element in his teaching. In Richards’s paradigm an actor’s 

life was one of responsibility to the work and to himself as an artist. The actor’s 

responsibility to the work can be understood as his intertwined responsibility to the 

writer, the character, and the text. When creating character, choices had to be rooted 

in the playwright’s intention, as best the actor understood it, and had to be supported 

by the text. The actor’s responsibility of playing a character truthful to the text was 

connected to Richards’s belief that the multiplicity of humanity needed to be 

presented truthfully on stage.  

It was about this [the character’s] life that you had been entrusted with, 

and the responsibility you had to create that life truthfully, honestly, 

without vanity, with clarity, with great care, because otherwise this 

character would not be known on the stage. [He or she] wouldn’t have a 

voice on the stage. So he combined that sense of, I think, the 

responsibility of the actor, with the sense that you had to take great care 

of the character. 

In addition to working to create characters who are supported by the text, 

another responsibility that came with acting was the actor’s responsibility to himself 

as artist. In explaining the actor’s responsibility to himself as an artist Van Lieu 

paraphrased one of Richards’s tenets that has remained with him. “He used to say 

something like, every time you get up to work you’re bringing onto the stage 

everything that you are . . . what you stand for.” Richards’s position on the integrity 
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required of actors stemmed from his understanding of the actors’ ability to affect the 

audience:  

He [Richards] was so dedicated to the idea of something happening in 

the theatre between the stage and the audience, he assumed that the 

actor had such power in a theatre to affect people, to reach people, that 

you had to use that power very responsibly, and you had to use that 

very generously, so it was just such a wider idea of what the mission of 

being an actor was than I had ever understood. 

Along with a sense of responsibility towards their art, and themselves as 

artists, Richards encouraged his students to become self-reliant actors. 

Developing Self-reliant Actors 

From Richards, Van Lieu also learned that an actor’s responsibility to himself 

as an artist lay in the actor developing dominion over his work by cultivating some 

degree of self-sufficiency. Richards taught students the importance of setting goals in 

their work, working towards their goals, and evaluating their progress. Richards’s 

post-performance critiques consisted of questions designed to help actors develop a 

methodic approach to their process. 

Whenever you finished the scene, inevitable at some point in the 

discussion, Lloyd was going to say, “What were you working on and 

how did it go?” And you knew that you had to have actually thought 

about that. Which made you understand the degree of self-

responsibility that you had as an actor. That you actually have had to 

study the play, to have gotten inside the character, understood the 

situation of the scene you were in. 

Along with having a method to their approach actors needed to be able to 

evaluate the success of their endeavor. 

And then the second thing you have to be able to do is evaluate 

yourself. Which also seems, that was like a totally new idea. I never 

thought that actors were expected to be able to respond to their own 

work—I believed that the responsibility of responding to the work 

always belonged to somebody outside of them--somebody in the room, 
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the director, the playwright the producer, somebody, but actors didn’t 

do that. 

Although Richards’s expectations were outside of Van Lieu’s assumptions, 

Van Lieu grew to appreciate the value of Richards’s dual focus approach; Richards 

was not only teaching how to act but also how to evaluate your work and thereby gain 

authority over your acting process.  

What I didn’t understand, what Lloyd was proposing was that in acting 

the actor has two very strong points of concentration. One is on . . . 

character and a complete involvement in what the character is doing 

and what the character wants. And along with that, another point of 

concentration, from another area of your brain, was guiding you 

through that [performance] on a conscious level. In other words, you 

were both acting and you were aware that you were acting. And you 

were developing the ability to be both deeply engaged in the work that 

you were doing and consciously able to guide yourself through it. So 

when you were finished you actually could have a response to what you 

did. 

Van Lieu recognized that the training for creative self-reliance was constant 

and ongoing, and each interaction in class was meant to support its cultivation. Van 

Lieu believes Richards’s feedback, rather than simply telling what to do, was 

designed to provoke further analysis of the text.  

Even when he would then move on to what should be done the next 

time you bring the scene in he mainly threw out a series of questions. 

Not directions, but questions. “Well you should think about this.” “Do 

more thinking about what his relationship to his mother was.” “Have 

you thought about his economic status?” “I wonder what happened 

before this particular scene.” They were provocative questions. They 

were things to send you back to the script. So he was teaching you what 

questions you should be asking yourself, which is the process of 

extending the work. So again I would say it was another lesson in both 

self-responsibility for the actor, but also in a way how the actors could 

learn to take care of themselves by being smart about what to look for 

in the text. 

Van Lieu’s time in Richards’s classroom gave him a deeper understanding of 

the actor as artist and the responsibility that came with an acting career. These 
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responsibilities went beyond the skills needed to create engaging characters rooted in 

the playwright’s text but also encompassed the importance of artistic self-reliance and 

creative integrity. 

Creating a Safe Learning Environment 

Although the Stanislavski Method was the approach used by the majority of 

NYU acting faculty including Richards, Van Lieu found Richards’s implementation 

of Stanislavski noticeably different from its implementation in other classrooms at 

NYU. While other acting teachers veered close to Lee Strasberg’s actor-centered 

interpretation of Stanislavski, Richards’s focused on the character as constructed from 

the play’s given circumstances. 

It was always a discussion of the scene and it was always a discussion 

of the character. That was really quite opposite of the way that many 

teachers, at least at NYU were teaching. It was quite different and it 

worked very well for me. It was a nice fit with me. 

Because Richards’s questions required answers grounded in the text Van Lieu 

knew his life would not be on public display in the classroom. That knowledge, 

ironically, allowed him to bring more of himself to the characters he created. 

The other thing he did was, he always dealt with the scene from the 

point of view of the character. And a lot of acting teachers, especially 

during that period of actor training, were sort of in a way character 

adverse. They were more about the self. And truthful acting was often 

defined sort of in Actor Studio terms of what truthful acting was, which 

was all of this is really about you. And to be truthful you had to use 

yourself, you had to use your own life. It has to be about you. You had 

to use your own feeling. And Lloyd always went at it from the point of 

view of character and from who this person is. And he would couple 

this with this sense of responsibility he felt you had as an actor to get to 

the truth of this character, not to the truth of yourself. Although he 

would encourage you to use yourself, to call upon your experience, 

your sense of empathy with other human beings. 
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Van Lieu’s explanation suggests that while the actor’s life and experience are 

acceptable source material to use in the creation of a character, Richards’s questions 

in the classroom did not pry into that material’s significance to the actor; instead he 

questioned how the character’s behavior that came from personal information related 

to the text’s given circumstances. Van Lieu felt Richards’s approach to the work was 

very compatible with his needs in that it provided room for him to work intimately 

without fear that details he was not willing to share would be revealed in class. This 

sense of emotional privacy made it possible for Van Lieu to be more personal in his 

work. 

So with somebody like me who found it very difficult to actually be 

personal in my work if I thought the play was about me, or if the 

character was about me, I actually found his way of working the way to 

bring more of myself into the work because it was never discussed as 

something about me. 

Secondly, Richards did not teach from the position of a Guru. The ego-driven, 

fear-based, intensely competitive environment of other acting classrooms was absent 

when Richards taught. He did not play favorites, nor did he require that his ego be 

stroked by his students as a way of gaining his attention. In the classroom Richards’s 

focus was given over to his students, and his attention made students feel they 

deserved his time and reinforced the importance of the work they were undertaking. 

His egalitarian approach to students enabled them to work together as an ensemble, 

despite the natural competition that was innate in a Master of Fine Arts program.  

I just remember it feeling like a very democratic room. And I was in 

lots of other rooms in NYU that did not feel that way at all. Partly I’m 

talking about the influence he had in comparison to the experience of 

being in some other rooms which felt very ego driven by the person that 

was leading the room, or full of fear or full of intense competition. 
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Thirdly, in the classroom Richards exuded faith in his students and confidence in their 

ability to master the skills being taught.   

He was patient. . . . if you were doing the work and you were dedicated 

to the work, he did have a sense of patience. And I guess along with 

patience comes the idea that he trusts you. … that he thought that you’d 

get there. That he trusted you to learn what you were struggling to 

learn. That you would eventually be able to achieve that particular 

scene.  

For Van Lieu, Richards’ focus on the text, his cultivation of a democratic 

atmosphere, and his faith in his students’ ability to master the material contributed to 

making Richards’s classroom a safe environment for creative exploration. 

Richards’s Continuing Influence on Van Lieu’s Teaching 

The experience of being in Richards’s classroom profoundly affected Van 

Lieu’s approach to teaching acting, and he models his behavior as a teacher after 

Richard. 

I’m talking about the influence he had in comparison to the experience 

of being in some other rooms which felt very ego driven by the person 

that was leading the room, or full of fear or full of intense competition. 

So I think without thinking about it a lot as I became a teacher I think I 

modeled my behavior and the way I wanted the room to feel more on 

what he did as a teacher, than I did the other acting teachers that I had. 

Despite his fame and status as an icon, Richards’s willingness to lead the 

room without pretension, from his central humanity, made a lasting impression on 

Van Lieu. And in his classroom, Van Lieu emulates Richards by bringing the honesty 

he found important to their relationship to his own interactions with his students. 

If an acting teacher wants the people in the room to feel free, and 

confident, and able to make a mistake without punishment, and if they 

want the actors in the room to bring themselves into the work to not put 

on a false personae in the room, the acting teacher has to lead the room 

himself by being completely who he is in the room. In other words, if 
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you want the people in the room to be at home with themselves, you 

have to be the same way in the room at home with yourself. 

Along with striving for a classroom free from fear and teaching from a place 

of honesty, Van Lieu enumerated other ways in which he believed his experience 

training with Richards has influenced his teaching practice.  

I work [teach] very strongly from the point of view that the actor be 

able both [to] completely commit to what they have been asked to do 

and develop the ability to respond to that, as a way of guiding 

themselves through professional situations especially where they don’t 

really get either any feedback or useful feedback. And I do approach 

everything from the point of view of character. I mean I still work 

totally from what was the playwright’s intention: Who is this person; 

What do they want; What can you bring of yourself to lend to this 

person; What do you need to create that isn’t you to bring this person to 

life. And the sense that you have a duty as an actor that goes a little bit 

beyond self-involved careerism. That idea of your responsibility to the 

life of this character . . . to this play. 

As he continues to work and to teach in the theatre, Van Lieu finds that he has 

lost some of the excitement he had for the theatre in his younger days, but he remains 

excited by young people who want to pursue the profession. He finds he remains 

strongly committed to helping young people reach their potential. When he reflects 

on what made Richards’s classroom so inviting a place to work Van Lieu attributes it 

to Richards’s being very smart and very clear with people and being “deeply 

interested in the attainment of human potential.” Van Lieu ties his own interest in 

helping his students achieve their potential as another way in which Richards 

influenced him.  

I think that now that I am even a little more interested in the 

development of human potential than I am in the theatre quite frankly 

so that I’m not nearly as excited about the theatre as I was when I was 

younger but I am still very excited about young people who want to be 

in the theatre and trying to help them be able to realize their potential, 

even if I’ve sort of lost that young youthful enthusiasm for what the 

theatre means. So I think I’ve learned that lesson from Richards.  
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Richards’s classroom’s universal welcome and his positive evaluation of Van 

Lieu’s acting ability were the welcoming gestures that ushered Van Lieu into the 

theatre. Van Lieu recognizes that when young people have the courage to say they 

want to be a professional actor and a theatre professional who they respect says, by 

words or deeds, “Well, you’re welcome. You belong in the room,” that can be a 

defining moment in that artist’s life. Recognizing the importance teachers play in the 

lives of their students, Van Lieu endeavors to instill in his students the sense of 

responsibility to the text, character, and audience that Richards awakened in him, to 

treat his students with the same degree of respect, and to grant them the permission he 

found in Richards’s classroom. As noted before, Van Lieu’s teaching is not limited to 

training actors for the professional theatre. He is a founding faculty member of the 

Actors Center, an institution that includes teacher development as an important part 

of its mission. In his 2009 interview in The Actor’s Center Journal Richards’s 

influence can be recognized in Van Lieu’s explanation of the qualities he seeks in 

teachers applying to the program:  

I would want them to be a master of what they do, but not a guru or a 

dictator. I would like them to teach from a place of joy, not by creating 

an atmosphere of fear and intimidation. Especially if they are teaching 

young beginning actors, they need to employ a combination of rigorous 

demands and strong discipline tempered with empathetic support. They 

can teach whatever method they believe in as long as it results in some 

technique by which the actor is better able to illuminate the human 

condition after having completed the class.194 

Through Van Lieu’s teachings it is likely that Richards’s influence will 

continue to have an impact on the stage and in acting classrooms. My interview with 
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 “Interview with Ron van Lieu,” The Actors Center Online Journal, accessed September 

12, 2012, http://www.theactorscenterjournal.org/2009/09/interview-with-ron-van-lieu/. 
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Van Lieu revealed the deep effect studying with Richards had on his career in the 

theatre and theatre education. His experience with Richards has been a measure he 

uses to define himself in the profession and as a teacher of the craft.  
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CHAPTER 6: A. DEAN IRBY 

“I hear Lloyd coming out of my voice—those same words, in the same manner.” 

 

 

12. A. Dean Irby 
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 A. Dean Irby is an associate professor and the co-coordinator of the BFA 

acting program in the Conservatory of Theatre Arts Purchase College at State 

University of New York. His acting and directing credits include Broadway and off-

Broadway productions and two Audelco Awards for directing. In addition to SUNY 

Purchase, where he has directed numerous productions, Irby has worked with the 

New York Shakespeare Festival, the Negro Ensemble Company, and Crossroads 

Theatre. Prior to joining the faculty at SUNY Purchase, Irby taught at Hunter College 

in New York and served as the acting coach for The Cosby Show. Professor Irby is a 

1974 graduate of the New York University Graduate Acting program, where he began 

studying with Lloyd Richards in 1971. 

I interviewed Irby by telephone August 8, 2011 regarding his experience 

studying with Richards at NYU and their relationship during that time and beyond. 

The following narrative is constructed from information gathered from that 

conversation.  

*** 

 In 1969, A. Dean Irby, a Dillard University undergraduate political science 

and history major with plans to attend law school, accompanied a friend to auditions 

for New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts Conservatory Program. Once 

there, despite having no formal training in acting, Irby accepted Israel Hicks and J. 

Michael Miller’s invitation to audition. At that time Irby, a performer with The 

Dillard’s Players Guild and a founding member of The Dashiki Project Theatre, had a 

television show in New Orleans and was active in the theatre scene. After 

successfully auditioning for Israel Hicks and J. Michael Miller, he was offered a place 
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in the entering class of 1969. Deciding he could go to law school later if things did 

not work out, Irby accepted NYU’s offer. However, before he could begin studying at 

NYU, the United States involvement in the Vietnam War interfered with his plan. 

That year Irby was drafted into the army and deployed to Georgia where he served for 

two years. On his discharge in 1971 he called program director Lloyd Richards, even 

though he had never met him, to see if he might still have a place at the conservatory. 

Richards invited Irby to “Come on up.” 

Richards’s offer of a seat in the upcoming class forced Irby to weigh his 

options. While in the army, Irby had worked at a civilian radio station in Columbus, 

Georgia. On his discharge he was offered a job in the news department of its sister 

station in Birmingham, Alabama; therefore, Irby needed to decide between radio in 

Birmingham and the graduate acting program at NYU. Irby was politically engaged 

during this period, and the opportunity to participate in New York’s political scene 

was an additional incentive to move to New York. As he had done two years earlier, 

Irby chose NYU over his other option.  

 Before attending NYU, Irby had only spoken to Richards on the telephone 

and knew him by his reputation as the groundbreaking director of A Raisin in the Sun, 

the administrator of the NYU acting program, and as an acting teacher for the Negro 

Ensemble Company. Irby, who had sometimes visited New York City to attend 

theatre productions, felt being in New York City was like touching magic. To him 

New York and New Yorkers had a special mystique, and New Yorkers’ personalities 

seemed larger than life. Richards fell into that category of mystical, magical, larger 

than life New Yorkers. Richards’s role as director and teacher, in fact, enhanced his 



 

 

152 

mystique for Irby, because Richards was not readily visible in the way actors were. 

When Irby entered NYU Richards would become his first acting teacher.  

At NYU, Irby found that the current political environment, his education at a 

Historically Black College and University (HBCU), Dillard University, his time in 

the army, and his aspiration towards political engagement had not prepared him to 

study in a racially and culturally diverse classroom. Despite Irby’s consternation, 

Richards’s insight into his internal conflict so impressed Irby that he made the 

commitment to engage fully with the program.  

Irby studied with Richards until Richards left NYU at the end of Irby’s second 

year to head the acting program at Hunter College. In 1984, two years after Richards 

left Hunter to become the Dean of Yale School of Drama, Irby began teaching at 

Hunter as an adjunct. Israel Hicks, now the Dean of Purchase College, SUNY, invited 

him to join the faculty of the Conservatory at Purchase. At that time Irby was working 

as the drama coach on the much-lauded Cosby Show, and his experience as an adjunct 

at Hunter College had not made him eager to pursue a life in academia. However, 

recognizing the differences between a tenure track and an adjunct position, and after a 

closer consideration of the specifics of Hicks’s offer revealed that Irby would be able 

to continue his work with the Cosby show, Irby found it impossible to turn down the 

offer. Irby joined the faculty of the Conservatory at Purchase College, SUNY and still 

teaches there today while maintaining a professional career as a director. 

After graduating from NYU Irby had two noteworthy opportunities to engage 

with Richards’s teaching. In 1999, after Richards had retired from Yale School of 

Drama, Hicks and Irby invited Richards to teach Master classes in acting at Purchase 
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College for a semester. Additionally, Irby was able to join Richards and several of 

Richards’s former actors and students in a scene study workshop arranged by J. 

Michael Miller that was conducted at the Actors Center in New York City. Meeting 

Richards after he had developed an established teaching career gave Irby a chance to 

consider how much Richards’s teaching practice was reflected in his own. 

THE ANALYSIS 

Three themes that emerged during my conversation with Irby regarding his 

experience with Richards were: Richards’s acute insight, the differences in Irby’s two 

NYU acting teachers’ approaches to Stanislavski-based actor training, and Richards’s 

influence on Irby’s teaching. Additionally, Irby’s reflection on his experience 

returning to the classroom as Richards’s student late in his career and his 

understanding of Richards’ legacy in theatre also presented opportunities for analysis 

and are examined as themes. 

Richards’s Acute Insight  

Irby’s first scene-study presentation in Richards’s acting class left an indelible 

impression. Thirty-one years later Irby remembers the play, In the New England 

Winter by Ed Bullins, and his scene partner, Eva Marie Johnson.195 He also 

remembers that he and Johnson were the second pair to perform in the first round of 

scene presentations. The specifics of the scene that preceded their work are a blur for 

Irby, but the details of what happened during his presentation remain clear.  
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 Eva Marie Johnson is a successful African-American actress who has appeared on Hill 

Street Blues, In the Heat of the Night, In Living Color, Melrose Place, JAG, That’s So Raven and other 
television programs. 
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I had the first line of the scene. The line was, I think, three sentences 

long. I got through the first sentence and Lloyd stopped me. He began 

to grill me about those standard questions, "Who am I? Where am I 

coming from? What am I doing? What are my objectives?" He grilled 

me for the next half hour, based on that one sentence.  

Irby had begun a graduate acting program without ever having taken a formal acting 

class. Although he had performed successfully, working from instinct, the analysis 

necessary in Richards’s class was unfamiliar to him. He had no clue how to answer 

Richards’s questions or where to find the answers, yet it seemed his fellow students 

were prepared for what was required. Despite the gentleness of Richards’s 

questioning, Irby felt tortured by the process. Richards’s analytical insights and 

pointed questioning left Irby reeling. “After that class, I was destroyed. I just knew 

that I had made the wrong choice, and I was ready to call the owner of the [radio] 

station in Birmingham to say, ‘Can I come back?’ It was a very very rude awakening 

to what acting training was all about.” At the end of that school week, Irby retreated 

to his basement apartment in New York to re-evaluate his decision to attend NYU. He 

shut himself in and spent the time wrestling with the possibility that his decision to 

attend NYU might not have been the right choice, and perhaps he was not ready or 

able to meet the requirements necessary to do the work.  

Irby understood that some of his difficulties came from his ambivalence about 

the training process, and his ambivalence was connected to his worldview. By 1971 

when Irby entered NYU the face of the struggle for Civil Rights had transitioned from 

the suited ministers of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to the afroed, 

fatigue-wearing advocates of the Black Power Movement. Irby’s experience in New 

Orleans and the army had helped shape his perspective on the ongoing Civil Rights 

struggle. He arrived in New York clothed in the signifiers of the new manifestation of 
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the Civil Rights Movement, sunglasses, beret, and fatigue jacket, expecting to engage 

in political action. Having the embattled mind-set of a politically engaged African 

American in the late 1960s—early 1970s, Irby was not psychologically prepared to 

commit to working in a multi-cultural setting where trust was at the foundation of the 

training. “I mean I was embroiled in politics in those times [the 1960s], so trusting 

white folks was the last thing [I was set to do]—I mean in general—. Yeah. In 

particular, sure [I trusted white individuals]. But in general, that [trusting] was not my 

M.O.” At the end of his weekend of soul-searching Irby emerged from his basement 

apartment having made a decision to give himself over to the program and suspend 

his active involvement with the politics of the time. Irby accepted that “this 

[class]room with these particular people, it wasn't about the politics--it was about the 

principles of the art. When I finally understood that, I was able to advance and move 

forward.” Having made that decision Irby was able to grow in the program.  

Irby’s early interactions with Richards that exposed him to his teacher’s keen 

insight were key in his decision to stay. Prior to Irby’s first in-class presentation he 

had had limited contact with Richards, yet, after one sentence of dialogue Richards 

seemed to identify Irby’s ambivalence about the training process and intimated that 

Irby would have to commit totally to the program for the process to work.  

At that point, I had not had, I think, a one-on-one with him, other than 

maybe at the very beginning when he sort of welcomed me to the 

program. And knowing what I had gone through with the Army and the 

fact that I had planned to have been there [at NYU] two years prior and 

so forth. So we just had a brief talk on that level prior to [Richards’s 

critique]. So it was within the nature of the critique that that [Richards’ 

awareness of my ambivalence] was brought to my attention. He picked 

up on all of that [my ambivalence] with one sentence. I was awestruck. 
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Richards’s ability to identify Irby’s issues without Irby articulating them left Irby 

with the sense that he had been seen, understood, and accepted. 

[H]e could see through people. He saw through me. He saw through me 

like a book. He knew I didn't know what the hell I was doing. But he 

also knew—I gather that he knew that—we never talked about this, but 

he knew that if I applied myself to the training, that something might 

come out of it.  

Once Irby focused on the craft he was learning Richards’s support and guidance 

through the process helped him move forward. “[H]e, in his own way, held my hand 

through that. Not literally, of course, but he guided me through that maze that I had 

created for myself.” Yet his awareness that his attitude had played a role in his 

difficulties and Richards’s support did not remove all the challenges of Irby’s early 

days at NYU. 

Irby’s commitment to submitting to the program could not erase his lack of 

previous acting training, and his lack of preparation hampered his initial progress. 

I gave myself over to it. And it was tough. It was rigorous. I was 

dealing with new concepts. . . . [M]ost of the students, especially the 

graduate students, had had some of that training before. . . . [V]oice, the 

speech, the movement work, and so forth. I mean my acting up until 

that point had been pretty much learning my lines and doing what I do 

instinctively. And that somehow got me over. But if I was to explain 

what I was doing, there would be no way [I would be able to]. That's 

what I was asked to do, all of a sudden, to explain what are my 

motivations—I had no clue. So my jump off point was much steeper 

than most.  

Despite Irby’s deficit in training, Richards never lowered the bar or required 

less from Irby; yet by applying himself to his training Irby was able to do well. At the 

end of his first year of conservatory training Irby had a greater understanding of the 

program and of theatre as a profession. He came to the conclusion that he wanted to 

be a director, despite never having directed. When he explored the possibility of 
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moving from the acting to the directing program with Richards, Richards suggested 

that instead of transferring into the directing program Irby might consider 

approaching directing through the acting program. “What I realized afterwards is that 

I had so little information about acting . . . that he felt that I needed to get a handle on 

that and theater. He suggested that I do that [stay with acting]. I acquiesced, and I 

did.”  

Since establishing himself as a director Irby has had the opportunity to 

understand the advantages he gained by following Richards’s advice and staying in 

the acting program. Irby stressed how Richards’s insights guided his choices, from his 

decision to commit to the actor training program to his decision to remain with the 

actor training program as a means of preparing for a career in directing. In evaluating 

his career Irby sees his success as an affirmation of Richards’s insight and wisdom: 

[T]here's information . . . that I could have really garnered from the 

directing program, I'm sure. . . . But I got to know actors. I got to know 

the actor's mind, what makes them tick. It became a thing where later 

on, after I became a director, that I would have actor friends who would 

be in a show that was being directed by some of the friends that went 

through the directing program. These friends would constantly come to 

me and ask me things about character, about the show that they were 

doing, about the direction they were going in. . . .they would say, 

"Well, you know actors. They know staging, and they [graduates of the 

directing program] know concepts, and so forth and so on. But they 

don't know actors." That bit of advice that Lloyd gave me that time 

allowed that to happen for me, that I do know. And it certainly paid off 

for me later in life in terms of where I went and how I developed. 

Two Teachers, Two Approaches to Stanislavski 

At NYU, in addition to working with Richards, Irby studied acting with Peter 

Kass. Both Richards and Kass taught Stanislavski-based approaches to acting, yet 

despite teaching the same technique, their personalities made studying with them 

markedly different. Kass was known for being very tough and abrasive, in contrast 
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with Richards’s acknowledged gentleness. Students, both male and female, often fled 

Kass’s classroom in tears. Nevertheless, Irby knew Kass to be a brilliant man, a 

skilled director, and a wonderful teacher. Although Kass’s personality earned him the 

reputation for being tough and exacting in his classroom, Irby found that Richards’s 

famed gentleness made him no less demanding than Kass. Both Richards and Kass 

asked students the same Stanislavski-based questions after scene study work: “Who 

are you?” “Where are you coming from?” “What are your motivations?” The 

experience of being questioned by them, however, was very different. “Peter would 

ask those same questions, but you felt like you were on the witness stand. . . . I'm not 

denigrating him at all because his process was getting results. Lloyd would get those 

same results. By having that conversation . . .” Although Richards’s post-performance 

debriefings were conversational in tone, for Irby they were not necessarily easier than 

Kass’s interrogations. 

In spite of Kass’s reputation for beating down actors, Irby got along well with 

him. His time in the army under authoritarian drill sergeants had prepared him for 

interacting with Kass. Richards’s way of teaching was new to Irby, and he had no 

protection against it. In his post-performance conversations with Richards, Irby found 

that he would beat himself up because Richards’s manner made it impossible to direct 

his anger outward at Richards. 

[Y]ou don't know that you're really mad at him for asking those 

questions, or you're getting frustrated [at having] to answer those 

questions, because of the way that he [asked the question]. You're not 

getting frustrated with him. You're getting frustrated with yourself. It is 

a very unique skill that he had. 

Irby often described his feeling after a session with Richards as having experienced a 

tender brutality.  
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Lloyd had that gentle way of stroking your neck and very gently, and 

you would not know that there were razor blades between his fingers 

and your neck was cut off until you turned your head. He was, I think, 

the epitome of that word "gentle man." He was a gentleman in all 

senses of the word, but he was vicious, absolutely. Just in terms of his 

ability to analyze and critique.  

Irby’s description suggests that Richards’s gentleness overlaid a relentlessness that 

made it difficult for students to squirm out from their responsibility towards their 

work. Being held to account by Richards caused Irby to put himself through the 

ringer as he realized he had fallen short on his preparation. So despite the 

“viciousness” Irby ascribes to Richards, he made a point to clarify that the beating he 

felt he took under Richards’s questioning was a beating he gave himself. “[T]here's 

not a vicious bone in this man's [Richards’s] body. It was a thing where he would 

make it [the answer] so plain that you'd say, "Why didn't I know that? Why didn't I 

realize that? Why didn't I see that?" Yeah. It would be self-inflicted wounds.” As Irby 

reflected on studying with Richards and Kass there was a sense that despite Kass’s 

famed toughness, studying with Richards was a tougher experience for Irby.  

Studying the Stanislavski approach with both Kass and Richards taught Irby a 

valuable lesson. From Richards he learned that kindness and trust in your students 

could be as effective as brutality in the classroom. 

There are acting teachers and there are directors, especially directors 

that, I think, either consciously or subconsciously think that you have to 

be cruel to rule. I think Lloyd demonstrated that that is not the case at 

all. As I said before, I mean he's the epitome of a gentle man or a 

gentleman. His tone of voice, his mannerisms, his size--all of those 

things just are so antithetical to that sense of cruelty. And as I said, [he 

was] just as effective [as Kass]. Just as effective. [His] effectiveness 

comes from that wealth of knowledge--very well-learned.  

The lessons Irby learned at NYU would be applied later in his own classroom at 

Purchase College. 
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Richard’s Influence on Irby’s teaching.  

 When Irby accepted Israel Hicks’s offer of a tenure-track job at the 

Conservatory at Purchase College he found he needed to approach the position in a 

different way than he had his position as an adjunct at Hunter College. To master his 

new role he found himself “feeding off” what he had learned studying at NYU, and 

his resulting practice incorporated the dual influence of Richards and Kass, with 

Richards’s influence dominating. 

I think there's a blend of Lloyd and Peter in me because there are times 

where you do have to come down and you have to hit them with a 

hammer. . . . You hit 'em with a hammer. Then I say, "Oops, there's a 

little Peter in there." But for the most part, it's been Lloyd [who has 

influenced my teaching].  

Richards’s insights and his ability to find the right way of communicating to 

individual students was an attribute that contributed to Irby’s decision to continue at 

NYU. In his teaching, Irby works to tailor his communication to the needs of specific 

students. “I'll tell you. I try to find that kind of vocabulary. I try to find that kind of 

way into each individual student . . . I mean he found a way into me. He had insights 

into me that I did not have a clue [about].”  

Irby also works to incorporate Lloyd’s ability to have students hold 

themselves accountable for work they are trying to master. The frustration Irby felt 

not being able to answer Richards’s question, "Who are you? Where are you coming 

from? What's your motivation?" was an indication that Richards, holding him to 

account, made him understand that he had not lived up to his responsibility to prepare 

for his presentation. “It is a very unique skill that he had, and it's something that I 

consciously try to master in my teaching.” 
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Over time Irby has found that Richards’s approach to actor training is so much 

a part of his practice that he sometimes finds that his way of interpreting and 

expressing his point of view eerily echoes his former teacher. 

I will sit in my class, and I will give critiques to this day, and 

sometimes I hear Lloyd's voice coming out of my voice--those same 

words and very often in the same manner that he did. "Who are you? 

Where are you coming from? What's your motivation?" I mean basic 

things like that that every acting teacher does, but there is a way, there 

is an interpretation of it, an interpretation of those questions that I think 

that differentiated [Lloyd from Kass and other teachers]. 

Despite the dual influence of Richards and Kass on Irby’s pedagogy, when Irby 

engages students in discussions about their work he defaults to Richards’s 

conversational style instead of Kass’s witness interrogation.  

Richards’s influence on Irby was not limited to his pedagogical practices but 

also encompassed how he considered applicants to the Conservatory at Purchase 

College. Irby believes that he was admitted to NYU, despite his lack of formal 

training, because of his potential and the program’s aim to develop a cadre of 

African-American actors. His class at NYU included his previously mentioned scene 

partner Eva Marie Johnson, Reginald VelJohnson,196 and Frankie Faison.197 One 

lesson he learned from his experience with Richards was to respond to potential 

despite apparent deficits in experience and training. 

There are some students that come in that audition for us [at Purchase], 

these 17-18 year-olds that audition . . .you look at their resume. It's 

                                                
196

 VelJohnson is an actor and writer with too many television and movie credits to list, but he 

is best known as the father Carl Otis Winslow in the long-running television series Family Matters.  

197
 Faison was directed by Richards in the original production of Fences in 1987 and earned 

Drama Desk and Tony Award nominations for Best Featured Actor for his performance as Gabriel. His 

other Broadway credits include Getting Away with Murder and The Shadow Box. Faison’s movie and 

television credits are too numerous to list, but he is known for playing Commissioner Ervin H. Burrell 
in The Wire from 2002-2008. 
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more extensive than mine. And there have been students— and I guess 

I have empathy for these students [who haven’t had training]. We've 

taken students that have never been on stage before in their life. . . .But 

there's something about acting that drew them to come to the audition. 

And there was just this rawness, this raw power, and it was there, 

there's evidence. . . You go with your gut. I think that's one of the 

things that Lloyd was good for. I mean he went with his gut, and he 

could see through people. . . He knew I didn't know what the hell I was 

doing. But he also knew—I gather that he knew that—we never talked 

about this, but that he knew that if I applied myself to the training, that 

something might come out of it.  

Richards’s faith in his potential and willingness to work with Irby to fulfill that 

potential guides Irby when he has the opportunity to take a chance on someone 

similarly untrained. 

 Several years after Irby had been teaching at Purchase, Israel Hicks, who, like 

Irby, was a former student of Richards, approached him regarding the possibility of 

inviting their former teacher to teach at the Conservatory. In 1999 Richards, who had 

long stepped down from Yale, taught as a Distinguished Professor of Acting at the 

Conservatory for a semester. For Irby there was a sense of spiritual communion to be 

in a classroom with Richards watching him teach. “[I]t was just a—I don't know—

that circle being completed and the continuum, the sense of the continuum being 

extended of that line, of teacher/director, and to bring Lloyd up there to teach was 

just—It was just a wonderful wonderful feeling.” Irby enjoyed observing Richards 

teach and watching his students struggle with the same questions he had struggled 

with in Richards’s classroom. From Irby’s vantage point Richards’s methodology had 

not changed since Irby had been his student, and Richards seemed as insightful as he 

had been at NYU. “I think wisdom doesn't change. Wisdom comes deeper. . . . He 

was the elder of the village and the wise man. . . . It was just more solid.” Richards’s 
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residency gave Irby the opportunity to measure his teaching practice against what and 

how he had been taught.  

I'm taking notes in my mind, and I'm thinking how valid [is my 

approach]. I guess in this business we're always looking for validation 

as teachers [and]. . . as actors also. We're looking for validation. Are the 

methods that we're doing correct? Well, no, not correct. Are they 

effective? So we keep looking for that kind of validation of effect. 

Although the men did not put words to the experience Irby felt that there was a deep 

appreciation of the evolution of their relationship from teacher-student to master 

teacher-teacher. 

Studying with the “Master Teacher” 

In 2001 Irby returned to the classroom as Richards’s student when J. Michael 

Miller, who had originally hired Richards to teach at NYU, convinced a somewhat 

reluctant Richards to teach a professional workshop as a means of documenting his 

process. The series of workshops were videotaped, and acting luminaries who had 

worked or studied with Richards at various times in his career returned to the 

classroom to take advantage of the opportunity to tune up their skills under 

Richards’s guidance. Along with Irby, the participants, including Stephen Henderson, 

Ruben Santiago-Hudson, Cicely Tyson, Rosalyn Coleman, Paul Butler, Mary Alice, 

Courtney Vance, Angela Bassett and others, worked on scenes, and if their schedules 

did not allow them to fully commit to the time demands, they stopped in when they 

could to watch the master teacher at work. Irby noted that despite the professional 

status of all the participants their respect for Richards was unquestioned, and no one 

in the room doubted that the person most worthy of acclaim was Richards. 
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Being in Richards’s workshop brought Irby back to his initial days studying 

with Richards, and he sensed he was not alone in his feelings of first-day-of-school 

anxiety.  

So we were all just reduced once again to students. I swear to you I felt 

just like I did that first day in his class at NYU. He was asking those 

same questions, and I was feeling that same anxiety. It was— I'm a 

grown man! I am a teacher! And he just reduced me to that little boy 

once again. It was amazing. It was absolutely amazing. 

After years of teaching what he had learned from Richards, Irby felt he was being 

tested to be what he taught, and wondered if he would be able to do the work he had 

been asking his students to do. As he had done during his first few weeks at NYU, 

Irby accepted the role of student and submitted to the process. And he saw the other 

participants, despite their experiences and the accolades they had earned in the 

business, do the same.  

Those actors—I mean he made no differentiation [based on status], and 

that was very clear in that master class. There was no differentiation. 

Because I saw Cicely Tyson grappling with the same things I was 

grappling with and that we all were grappling with. There was no 

distinction. There was no differentiation. You're a student actor. You're 

a student actor, and you accept that role.  

Years of study and practice did not forestall Irby’s anxiety that came with the 

desire to get it right when he re-entered Richards’s classroom. But this time, Irby 

noticed that he was not alone in his struggles. His classmates were as skilled as he 

was, and many had been lauded for their work, but in that space they were all students 

working to get better at their work with the help of a master teacher. And all brought 

a degree of the student’s anxiety to the process. The workshop was a manifestation of 

the commitment that actors who had studied or worked with Richards had to his 
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approach to the craft and a confirmation of the respect they had for his talent as an 

acting teacher.  

Irby’s View of Richards’s Greatest Legacy – Actor 
Training 

In surveying Richards’s career in its entirety, with a deep appreciation for his 

work as a dramaturgical director, with acknowledgement of his work developing a 

network of regional theatres that supports new play development, and with full 

knowledge of the awards and accolades that Richards earned as a director, Irby 

believes that Richards’s greatest legacy in American theatre is in the realm of actor 

training. “I don't think that there's anyone else in the country that has affected as 

many actors as Lloyd has. I mean he's just touched so many people [as a teacher].” 

Irby understood Richards as someone who was committed to educating and training 

actors. He suggests most, if not all, actors who have been directed by Richards have 

also come in contact with Richards as teacher because teaching was a part of 

Richards’s directing process. Irby acknowledges Richards’s commitment to bringing 

an appreciation of our common humanity to the theatre. “[H]e has a strong sense of 

humanity, that we're all in here together. We're in the pot. We're in the gumbo pot.” 

But he also understood Richards as being especially interested in the training of 

African-American actors. Richards’s interest in training African-American actors 

dove-tailed with NYU’s mission in the late 1960s, and that partnership of intentions 

opened the door for Irby. 

Irby believes another hallmark of Richards’s legacy is his commitment to 

training actors to be independent artists by making them responsible for their work. 
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That it's [the work] not being spoon-fed. He's not pushing you into 

corners. And then this is what I do take away from his directing and his 

teaching too, is that how do you make independent actors? Yeah. You 

[the teacher/director] very clearly know--you have a very strong idea, 

let's just say, of what the answer is. But how do you restrain yourself 

from telling the actor or the student what the answer is? How do you 

phrase it? How do you articulate it in a way that they find out what the 

answer is?  

 When asked to describe Richards, Irby responded with “Kindness.” For Irby, 

Richards’s kindness and patience in working with actors signified his faith in their 

ability to master the necessary skills and was a manifestation of the humanity he 

brought to the work.  

[Lloyd had a] sense of humbleness that is unique in this business. 

People feel that they have to either blow up or live up to their press and 

the image of who they are or what people have projected onto them to 

be. He never got that sense. He could very well have been a 

Presbyterian minister. But there was that spiritual quality about him and 

ultimately the work and his approach to the work. 

Richards’s acute insight and gentleness, his patience and humanity, made him an 

outstanding teacher for Irby. 

  Since returning to the academy to teach, Irby has relied on lessons learned in 

Richards’s classroom to create his pedagogy. Richards’s semester as a Distinguished 

Professor of Acting at Purchase allowed Irby to measure his approach against 

Richards’s pedagogical practice as a means of checking its efficacy. Returning to the 

role of student in Richards’s workshop at the Actors Center afforded Irby the 

opportunity to return to the beginning and once again be guided by a master teacher.  

Richards has been Irby’s guiding force in theatre practice in very specific 

ways since Irby first entered the discipline as a student in the early 1970s. But for 

Irby his connection to Richards goes beyond those specific influences. He sees his life 

and career trajectory as, through a series of coincidences, following a template carved 
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by Richards’s experience. He cites as parallels: both men’s initial interest in law and 

their subsequent choice of theatre as a profession, the interruption of their education 

by conscripted military service, their early career in radio, their evolution as theatre 

practitioner from actor to director-teachers. As he considers the magnitude of 

Richards’s positive influence on the American theatre, Irby admits that if his (Irby’s) 

contributions were to have a fraction of the impact that Richards’s work has had, he 

would be a happy man.  



 

 

168 

Richards in Production 
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Back row, from left, Ruben Santiago Hudson, Viola Davis, Zakes Mokae, 

Keith David, Michele Shay, Rosalyn Coleman, Tommy Hollis. Front row 

from left, August Wilson and Lloyd Richards 

13. Huntington Theatre Production cast of Seven Guitars  
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From the left, Rosalyn Coleman, Ruben Santiago Hudson, Viola Davis, Keith 

David, Roger Robinson, Michele Shay and Tommy Hollis (bowing) 

14. Broadway cast of Seven Guitars. 
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CHAPTER 7: ROSALYN COLEMAN 

 “Don’t you know this is where you belong?” 

 

 
 

15. Rosalyn Coleman 
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Rosalyn Coleman,198 actor, director, writer, teacher, and acting coach, has 

worked extensively in theatre, film and television. Her theatre credits include The 

Mountaintop, Radio Golf, and Seven Guitars on Broadway, and Zooman and the Sign, 

Carson McCullers (Historically Inaccurate), The Old Settler, The Destiny of Me and 

the American premiere of Breath, Boom off-Broadway, as well as engagements at 

several leading regional theatres in the United States including American 

Conservatory Theater, The Alliance Theatre, Shakespeare and Company, 

Shakespeare Theatre at the Folger, Center Stage, and Trinity Rep. Coleman derives 

great satisfaction from working to bring new material to audiences and originated 

roles not only in Wilson’s Seven Guitars, but also in Carson McCullers (Historically 

Inaccurate), Levee James, Starting Monday, Rhinestones and Paste, and Runaway 

Home.  

In addition to her work in the theatre, Coleman enjoys an active career in film 

and television. Frankie & Alice, Brooklyn’s Finest, Vanilla Sky, and Music of the 

Heart represent a selected listing of Coleman’s work in feature films. Her television 

acting credits include roles on Nurse Jackie, White Collar, New Amsterdam, Law & 

Order: CI, Law & Order: SVU, Oz, As The World Turns, NYPD Blues, and Africans 

in America. Coleman’s first movie role was Grace in the Hallmark Hall of Fame’s 

1995 television adaptation of Wilson’s The Piano Lesson, directed by Lloyd 

Richards. In 2002 Coleman formed the film production company Red Wall 

                                                
198

 Coleman’s name appears hyphenated as Coleman-Williams in several instances and as 

Coleman Williams on the website of Red Wall Productions, her company, 

http://www.redwallproductions.com/rosalyn/. I have decided to use Coleman because this is how she is 
identified by Screen Actors Guild and Actors Equity. 
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Productions with her husband Craig Williams. She has directed several projects under 

Red Wall’s umbrella, including the award-winning short film Allergic to Nuts.  

Coleman is also an educator who has taught acting workshops for American 

Conservatory Theater, Harlem School of the Arts, Duke Ellington School of the Arts, 

Howard University, Manhattan Theatre Club, Actors Connection, and the Actors 

Center. Additionally, she offers coaching sessions designed to help actors through the 

many stages of their working lives from audition preparation to on-set coaching. 

Coleman is currently working on a documentary with her husband Craig Williams 

and Michele Shay, her Seven Guitars cast-mate, called A Moment in Time: August 

Wilson’s 20th Century at the Kennedy Center.199 

I initially contacted Coleman at the suggestion of J. Michael Miller, President 

of the Actors Center. Despite her interest in participating in the project, when I first 

contacted her, Coleman’s schedule made it challenging to find a time to conduct an 

interview. While on a research trip to Yale and New York City toward the end of 

2010, however, I contacted Miller about the possibility of meeting with him. 

Serendipitously, the best possible time Miller was available coincided with a lunch 

meeting with Coleman, and he generously invited me to join them. I was able to meet 

Miller and Coleman at Nick and Toni’s Restaurant, January 12, 2011 to conduct the 

interview. As was the case with all the other participants, I did not know Coleman 

personally before undertaking this project. She was the only research participant I 

interviewed face to face, and this interview was the only one conducted with another 
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 “August Wilson's 20th Century/A Moment in Time,” Youtube, July 17, 2013, accessed 
July 17, 2013, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=siD2MzyZBNU.  
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contributor to the project, Miller, present. Below is a narrative constructed from that 

interview. 

*** 

 Rosalyn Coleman graduated Cum Laude from Howard University with a 

BFA in Drama and then went on to earn an MFA in acting from Yale School of 

Drama in 1990. Along with understudying the roles of both Grace and Bernice in The 

Piano Lesson, Coleman acted in Rhinestones and Paste, Nora, The Seagull, As You 

Like It, and Troilus and Cressida at Yale. On graduation she received the Carol Dye 

Award, given in recognition to acting students for talent and accomplishment as a 

performer.  

Coleman’s numerous interactions with Richards early in her career left an 

indelible imprint. Her first exposure to Richards was in her first year acting class at 

Yale when Richards filled in for Earl Gister. Although Richards’s time with the class 

was short, his comment “You have an objective that doesn’t compel you through the 

scene,” stuck with Coleman and became a diagnostic tool whenever she found herself 

in a scene that had lost energy or focus. 

Coleman began participating at the O’Neill Playwrights Conference as an 

actor while attending Yale. Her experience as understudy in the Yale Repertory 

production of August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson preceded her time playing Grace on 

Broadway and touring with the play for a year. She then reprised the role for the 1995 

Hallmark Hall of Fame broadcast. Coleman next worked with Richards when she 

joined the Guitars cast after the O’Neill reading and remained with the play through 

the development process and the play’s Broadway run.  
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THE ANALYSIS 

 Coleman asserts that her identity as a theatre practitioner and her views of the 

role of the artist are the direct result of her many experiences working with Richards, 

particularly her experience working with him and Wilson during the development of 

Seven Guitars. Coleman identified Richards’s working process during new play 

development, his faith in actors, and having an opportunity to watch and learn as 

being significant to her development as a theatre artist. These factors emerged as 

themes in my analysis, as well as her experience studying with Richards in his Scene-

Study Master Class, his imprint on her views of an artist’s work, and his impact on 

how she views theatre as a profession.  

Richards’s Approach to New Play Development 

Coleman first worked on new play development with Richards at the O’Neill 

Conference. Although Richards did not direct at the conference, his philosophy of 

new play development and belief in the retreat’s purpose set the tone for the 

conference. Central to the O’Neill’s mission was the creation of a safe space where 

playwrights could develop their scripts working with actors, directors, dramaturgs, 

and designers away from the pressure and judgment of the commercial theatre. The 

actors’ job at the conference was to embody characters as written so that playwrights 

could see whether and how their plays worked off the page. The development process 

meant that scripts were continually changing, and actors had to commit to whatever 

was on the page at any given moment, and just as quickly let go of their ideas and 

fully commit to whatever changes the playwright had made. Richards was aware that 

the O’Neill’s development process asked a lot of actors, and his welcome at the 
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beginning of the conference showed his appreciation and worked to elicit the actors’ 

commitment to the process.  

[H]e [Richards] always makes speeches [at the beginning of the O’Neill 

Conference]. He welcomes new actors. He makes a speech that 

explains why we are there. What our job is to do. Because in four days 

we [actors] are going to put a play on its feet in front of an audience . . 

.the first thing he has to do is make sure that [we] know why [we] are 

there, so that [we] won’t go out there and try to save [our] asses as 

actors.  

Richards’s welcome was one factor in making the actors feel as if they were 

an invaluable part of the development team. Additionally Richards acknowledged, 

thanked, and complimented actors for their giving of themselves and their talent to 

the work. Coleman described Richards’s way of validating the actors’ contribution as 

“working with honey.” “He would write these little notes for you that made you feel 

so important and validated. . . .[Y]ou were completely in.” Decades later the memory 

of receiving one of Richards’ mellifluous notes that began, “Oh, Roz,” had Coleman 

giggling with delight.  

Coleman’s work at the O’Neill was a forerunner to her participation in the 

development of Seven Guitars. Yet despite that previous experience, and her work 

with Richards on The Piano Lesson during its inaugural production at Yale Rep, on 

Broadway, and for the Hallmark Hall of Fame broadcast, Coleman’s time working on 

Guitars was a period filled with discomfort as well as joy. Coleman identifies her 

discomfort as coming from the uncertainty integral to the creative process that 

preceded the feeling of joyful discovery. She described the oscillation between 

discomfort and joy as the “divine dissatisfaction of the artist,” the natural and 

expected province for the artist during the creative process.  
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Coleman was the youngest member of the Guitars cast, and her divine 

dissatisfaction manifested physically, playing such havoc with her gastro-intestinal 

system that it necessitated seeing a doctor. Yet it seems that it was during this process 

that her identity as a theatre artist emerged.  

“We serve the text,” was the guiding principle that governed the new play 

development process under Richards. It remains the principle that guides Coleman’s 

work as an actor, director and producer today.  

[Lloyd] was “We serve the text.” He’s very much--and I’ve taken this 

with me, this has defined my career, “We serve the text.” “We serve the 

story.” And we serve—there is not anything greater than us [serving the 

story]. I think of it as we serve at the pleasure of the king. And the king 

is the story. You are not here but for that. You have to find what the 

story is saying. There is absolutely no paraphrasing at all. Not even a 

mistake. That is just the standard and expectation.  

As it was during the O’Neill Conference the actors’ purpose during the development 

of Guitars was to enable the playwright, Wilson, to experience his play when his 

characters were incarnate. At the beginning of the development process the cast spent 

an extended period of time around the table analyzing the play, learning the language, 

the characters, and the relationships in the play, and being introduced to the physical 

layout of the set. During table work, which sometimes lasted for two weeks, Richards 

guided the actors’ interpretation with questions, and watched the dynamics between 

the actors as they listened and responded in character. When the company members 

were ready to get on their feet, Richards did not block, but allowed the actors to 

embody the given circumstances and relationships that had been established during the 

analysis period.  

He doesn’t block you, tell you where to stand, what to do. You’ve 

worked so much around the table that you know--. You know you are 

coming from down the street and we have already established that 
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down the street is that way, so there is only one way I can enter. So 

there is no reason for Lloyd to be like, “YOU ENTER FROM HERE, 

AND THEN YOU. . .” He doesn’t do that with anybody but the kid. He 

used to do that with Maretha.200  

During development, Richards was less interested in formally blocking a scene than 

he was in having the actors live the characters, as written, truthfully on stage. To 

Coleman’s recollection, Richards rarely, if ever, corrected an actor’s choice; instead 

his process with the actors consisted of asking questions designed to help them 

discover core truths about their characters. The character’s skeleton is formed by the 

text, and the actor’s choice added flesh to the character, making him or her human.  

Richards’s Faith in His Actors 

Richards’s work with actors during development was an expression of his 

faith in them. He worked from the assumptions that the actors he had cast had the 

instincts and intelligence to bring the script to life, “So then if it [the play] doesn’t 

work, the problem is not in our acting, the problem is in the story.” Richards’s 

confidence in his actors meant he did not focus on their work during the process and 

rarely corrected or critiqued their choices. He trusted that the manner in which his 

actors fleshed out the characters, under his guidance, was determined by the skeleton 

provided by the script.  

Having recently graduated from Yale School of Drama, where critique and 

correction were the norm, Coleman initially found Richards’s confidence in his actors 

frustrating. “I was a young actor, and now [I am] in a place where I am intrinsically 

trusted, I was completely befuddled by that.” His process of allowing the blocking to 
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 Maretha was Bernice’s 11 year-old daughter in Piano Lesson, played by a child actor. 
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emerge organically from the actors’ understanding of their characters and the given 

circumstances was maddening for Coleman. “Lloyd is very, very patient and trusting 

of his actors, [but] sometimes you wish he would tell you what to do, but he won’t.” 

Despite her initial frustration with the amount of freedom she was given as an artist, 

Coleman began to appreciate Richards’s way of subtly guiding her to the answers that 

were embedded in the text. 

 [Y]ou can feel so frustrated. You want to know. You want to be told. 

But it has to come from the work. It has to come from the story. You 

come in you say you’re tired, Are you going to sit? Don’t know. You 

need to sit, you’re tired? That process of organically finding the 

blocking, really doesn’t spoon-feed you. But he will ask you a question. 

He will ask you—and that’s how he directs . . . And in the questions 

you are led to what feels right.  

Although Richards’s process gave actors enough space to experience both the joy of 

discovery and the frustration of uncertainty that preceded it, it is clear that they were 

never left to stumble alone in the dark. Richards’s questions were lighting the way to 

discovery, helping them reach the place where they could live truthfully on stage as 

the character. 

The development process consisted of daily rehearsals, even after the play had 

opened for an audience. During the day the cast would perform the entire play for an 

attentive audience of one, Richards. “And he’d just sit and watch it. And he’d totally 

pay attention. He’d laugh and respond or not respond.” When Richards wanted to 

give the cast a break from rehearsing, he would only require them to perform the first 

scenes of the first and last acts. Richards’s ability to watch the show repeatedly and 

remain engaged was a source of wonder for Coleman, who saw it as testament to his 

work ethic and a sign of his dedication as an artist. 
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With the mounting of each new production the cast returned to the beginning 

of the development project in search of new discoveries. Coleman attributes 

Richards’s famed patience with actors to the fact that, for Richards, the work was 

always ongoing, so there was never a need to rush an actor to meet a particular 

deadline. 

Watching, Learning, Becoming 

Understudying Grace and Bernice during The Piano Lesson’s first production 

at Yale Rep and creating the role of Ruby throughout the entire period of Seven 

Guitars’ development gave Coleman abundant opportunities to observe Richards as 

he worked with other actors. It was Richards’s practice to call all actors for the 

beginning of rehearsals, without regard for when individual actors would actually 

begin working on stage. Her role as understudy in Piano and as Ruby, who did not 

enter until late in the first act, in Guitars, resulted in Coleman being in the rehearsal 

hall long before she would begin working on stage. From her vantage point in 

rehearsals she was able to watch and listen to Richards interact with her cast mates. 

Her relative youth and inexperience heightened her appreciation for the work of 

actors whose professional experience in the theatre outstripped hers. Additionally, 

listening to discussions during breaks and watching them work with Richards, using 

their life experiences to create connections with their characters, was enlightening for 

Coleman. Coleman took advantage of her off-stage time in the rehearsals to learn by 

watching and listening: 

You have to understand I was a kid and these are people with a lifetime 

worth of experience. I had to shut up and listen! . . . I was very keenly 

aware of their depth of conversation. And I think I learned a lot from 

that, much more than I could have if I was trying to be in it. . . . Also 
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their characters had more depth and they had bigger characters and 

were in the play more. 

Because Coleman’s experience working with Richards came early in her career, it left 

a deep imprint of how things should be done in the professional theatre that remains 

with her today. Having found the conversations between Richards and her cast-mates 

to be vital to her understanding of the play and her role, she now finds being called in 

for rehearsals only when she is working on stage to be discombobulating.  

 Coleman’s education through observation working with Richards and Wilson 

was not limited to watching her colleagues in the rehearsal hall but took place 

throughout the entire development process. Her understanding of the artist’s work and 

responsibility towards his or her craft was also set during this period. Being in the 

presence of Richards and Wilson, two theatre artists dedicated to creating theatre that 

truthfully represented their vision of African-American life, was inspiring to Coleman 

and helped create her work ethic as an artist. 

What I notice at . . . opening nights with Seven Guitars, however long 

we develop the play, in all those cities. I was happy, I was ok. I was 

happy. We are celebrities, we were dressed up and everything. I looked 

around and I had a conscious thought–I’m happy, but I’m not as happy 

as August. And we [the creative team] were all here because he sat 

alone in a room and did his work. However, that translates to whatever 

your craft is, to everybody that craft is manifested differently according 

[to] what you do, but you must do that [work]. You must do that. You 

have to essentially do your work. That is the life of the artist. Once in a 

while you have a night like that where you get to celebrate blah, blah, 

blah, but then the next day you have to be in your room doing your 

work. Creating your legacy. 

Although Coleman saw Richards’s and Wilson’s dedication to their work as creating 

a legacy, she saw the process itself as being about getting the work right, not as being 

concerned about the future judgment of its value or their reputation as practitioners. 

Their example awakened in Coleman a work ethic that put work central to the artist’s 



 

 

181 

identity, because only through work would the artist be able to leave a creative 

presence in the world. 

 When Guitars opened on Broadway Coleman had never formally studied with 

Richards. Yet her tenure on the road with Guitars can be seen as an independent 

study on how to be a theatre artist, philosophically and in practice. During this period 

her practice moved from that of a student actor’s mindset expecting critique and 

criticism to a professional who deeply appreciated her ability to create effective 

performances by discovering the characters embedded in the text. Her philosophical 

understanding of the artist’s identity separated the responsibility of daily practice 

from the ephemeral rewards of fame, and placed them in proper perspective, 

embracing daily practice as the core of an artist’s endeavor.  

Master Class-Under the Microscope  

Coleman participated in Richards’s 2001 Scene-Study Master Class, having 

never studied acting with him beyond a brief period at Yale when he substituted for 

Earl Geister and taught the first year students’ Chekhov, Ibsen and Strindberg class. 

Coleman remembered the camaraderie of the Master Class and sitting next to 

Richards every day for the duration. The participants were invited to bring whatever 

material they wanted to work on to the session. Coleman brought in scenes from 

Levee James by Sheri Shephard-Massat, a play she had done at the O’Neill 

Conference and would be doing on the main stage at American Conservatory Theater  

Despite her multiple associations with Richards and her long period on the 

road developing Guitars, the prospect of taking a scene-study class with Richards 

filled her with trepidation. The experience would be very different from her previous 
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working relationship with Richards. In new play development Richards’s attention 

was on the text, not the actors. For the first time in their association Coleman felt that 

her acting would be the focus of Richards’s attention. So, while she was not 

intimidated by the acting luminaries in the room, Coleman feared her work might 

prompt a reevaluation of her potential by her mentor.  

[I]t was all working actors. They didn’t scare me. It was Lloyd that 

scared me. Because you always feel like—I just felt like, so unworthy, 

so unworthy, so unworthy of all these blessings, and all this work he 

had given me. He put me on the map. He made people think I was 

good. I just felt—“now he’s going to really see”—finally after all these 

years the big mistake he had made. 

Coleman finally took the stage with Stephen Henderson about mid-way through the 

workshop to work on her scene. Levee James is set in Georgia in 1923 and written in 

dialect to capture a sense of place and time. Coleman’s first workshop performance 

showcased her mastery of the dialect, which Richards acknowledged before telling 

her not to get stuck at the surface level of the work, but to go deeper into the 

character. “I was really scared, but it [the critique] was appropriate.” Coleman 

recognized that in her nervousness she had fallen back on her strength, dialect work, 

but had not done the deeper work. 

 Once Coleman started working she found the process familiar, as many 

aspects of Richards’s process in class were similar to his work in rehearsals. Both in 

the rehearsal hall and classroom Richards uses questions to help the actor clarify his 

intention. Also familiar was Richards’s ability to recognize choices made for 

theatricality but not motivated by the text or the character’s need.  

[H]e’d be like, ‘why did you walk over there?” (Laughing) And every 

time you did a cross just because it was theatrical he would continually 

call you on it. He knew it instantly. He called you on it. You might 

make a cross just because you’d be like ‘I’ve been standing there too 
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long.’ Every time it was arbitrarily like that—it was instantly. I just 

walked over here because I just thought it would look good, basically. 

That’s how he is directing you, those questions where you can’t answer 

them—you know do not do that. 

At the end of her time working on Levee James with Richards, Coleman realized that 

she had had fun working, despite her work being the focus of Richards’s attention this 

time around. As she had done while working on Guitars, Coleman learned by 

watching Richards work. Because Richards was not a director who identified issues 

and offered solutions to actors, but instead led actors to recognize what was needed to 

improve their work, Coleman came to appreciate how Richards’s questions worked 

on the actor’s body and how the actors responded to them. 

He didn’t really . . . point things out because he was just questioning. In 

your notes you’d just write down, “That’s a great question.” And then 

you would watch the actor—not answer that intellectually, but just how 

their instrument responded. And you are like, “ohhh.” And that might 

open the scene up for you. That was the good part. There were nuggets . 

. .great little things that would fall out from helping the actor find out 

‘where should I go from here?’ 

Richards’s practice of not giving answers, but helping to facilitate the actor’s 

discovery and preparing her to take the next step independently was consistent with 

his practice in the rehearsal hall. In both spaces it engendered confidence and self-

reliance in the artist.  

Richards’s Imprint on Coleman  

Coleman views her professional relationship with Richards as a source of 

blessings and abundance. She credits the Wilson-Richards creative collaboration for 

sustaining her early career in theatre. Although she accepts that both men were deeply 

influential in her career, she acknowledges Richards as leaving a greater mark. There 
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are moments in her career when Coleman considers her interaction with Richards an 

act of grace.  

As a recent Yale School of Drama graduate pursuing a career in theatre 

Coleman found herself in the enviable position of having booked five auditions in one 

day. The fifth audition of the day was for the replacement cast of The Piano Lesson, 

which was playing on Broadway. Coleman was uniquely prepared for the role. She 

had participated in the development of Piano’s initial production at Yale Rep and 

understudied the role she was auditioning for. Additionally Richards, a director who 

had cast her before, had faith enough in her ability to call her in to audition. Instead of 

being in a rehearsal hall, the norm for most auditions, Piano’s auditions took place on 

the set of the Broadway house where the show was playing. Unexpectedly the 

pressure of being in such close proximity to her dream of performing on Broadway 

proved too much for Coleman, and all the factors that should have worked in her 

favor proved to be a source of pressure.  

I completely blew the audition. I didn’t even make sense. I don’t know 

that I did. I just freaked out. I didn’t play the scene, I don’t know what I 

did. And Lloyd was sitting there. This is what I did. [Weakly waves 

hand in a flapping motion.] I said, “I’m sorry, never mind, I’ll just go.” 

Despite Coleman’s judgment that her work was lacking, and her sense that she did 

not belong on that stage at that time, Richards called her back and reminded her of 

why she had been called in to audition.  

“Come, you belong up here. What are you doing?” . . . “Don’t you 

know this is where you belong?” [H]e said that little pep talk, then he 

said, “Now start the scene again.” [T]hat brought me into the world of 

the space. And really, he never had to do that for me again. That stayed 

with me, all that time.  
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Richards’s calling Coleman back to retake her audition can be seen as another 

example of his trust in his choice of actors. He had faith in Coleman at a moment 

when she had lost faith in herself and needed to be reminded of what she was capable 

of. It is also representative of his way of interacting with actors to support self-

reliance. His “pep-talk” did not include hand-holding and soothing, or scolding and 

censure. Instead he reminded Coleman of what she was trained to do and his 

expectation that she do her work. It was enough to get her where she needed to be. By 

letting her stand on her own and rely on her own capability, Richards made it possible 

for Coleman never to need a similar reminder again.  

Coleman’s successful audition began her post-Yale professional career. She 

joined Piano on Broadway and toured with the national company. At the end of the 

yearlong tour she continued in the role of Grace in a Seattle production of Piano. Her 

next professional association with Richards was playing Grace in the Hallmark movie 

of Piano. At that point in her career Coleman so appreciated the opportunity working 

on Piano had given her she told Wilson that if Grace was the only role she was ever 

offered, then she would happily play Grace throughout her career.  

That was when August was writing Seven Guitars, and that’s how I 

think that came about [being considered for Ruby]. When we were 

finishing the movie, it was my last day on the movie, and he came and 

told me that [he was writing a role for me in his next play] and I just 

forgot it. Because I was very young, it was too much for me. Being in 

the movie was such a blessing. It was the first movie I’ve ever been in. 

August and Lloyd could do nothing else for me at that point and they 

would have more than ever blessed my life, and then they are going to 

say that.  

 



 

 

186 

Instead of banking on the promised role in Wilson’s upcoming play, Coleman 

continued auditioning and landed more work from the Wilson canon, playing Risa in 

Two Trains Running at Center Stage in Baltimore.  

 Eventually the call came to play Ruby, giving Coleman the chance to work 

with Richards for an extended period, and helping her further to clarify her identity as 

an artist. Richards’s practice of watching productions over and over modeled the 

diligence necessary to achieve excellence. His dedication to text became her 

philosophy as an actress. Coleman believes text is the foundation of productions, and 

the duty of the actors is to serve the text. It is a duty Coleman finds noble. She not 

only serves the text in her career but it is the lesson she shares with students, even 

those who are less convinced about the importance of text.  

I tell people, you are here to serve the text. That’s where your shine will 

come from. Most people I meet in my teaching want to be actors 

because they want to either be a star or something like that. Most of 

them don’t love text like I do. Or love story and plays and all that like 

we did. I tell them. In that you become great. But you are not doing that 

to become great. You are doing it to express that thing. You are trying 

to find a place in the world for your baby. That’s why you are doing it. 

And so in that very specific action that you are doing in this—that’s 

where the greatness comes from. I absolutely teach that consciously. 

The first thing we do after we read a text, we have to say what happens.  

In addition to instilling a love of text, Coleman’s experience developing plays 

with Richards whetted her appetite for doing original work. As an artist, she delights 

in bringing new art into the world, and her career is oriented towards that goal.  

I mostly develop new material. And acting is my touchstone in that. So 

whether I am directing something new [or] if I’m in a movie--What I 

like about film and television is that it is always a new play. It’s never 

been done before. So the idea of the story is not like it’s outside of 

yourself, it already exists and you now have to fulfill. It has to be 

discovered.  
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Along with her work ethic, love of text, and commitment to new work, another lesson 

that Coleman took away was the importance of theatre to members of minority 

communities who yearn to see truthful representations of their history and struggles 

on stage. When she discusses how fulfilling the need of these populations feeds her 

commitment to working in the theatre she quotes the same story Richards told about 

the Philadelphia housekeeper. 

Lloyd used to tell a story about the Lorraine Hansberry play A Raisin in 

the Sun. He saw a lady coming with her shopping bag to the theatre, 

and he asked “why are you here?” and she says, “there is something 

about me going on on that stage.” That hugely influenced—that hugely 

stuck with me. . . . I think about that all the time. That I am there to 

show them themselves. That is why I’m up there. That they recognize 

something. . . . The dignity that he (Richards) demanded, not even 

demanded, that just was, that he elicited in the work. As who you were, 

even if Ruby didn’t go to school, that is not a judgment on this woman. 

And wanting to be true in that for that lady who spent her money was a 

huge influence on my life.  

Richards’s legacy to Coleman is the belief in the integrity, nobility, and responsibility 

of theatre. It is the sense that the artist’s function is one of service: Service to the text 

and to the community presented in the text. Understanding theatre as a service to a 

community has fueled Coleman throughout her career, particularly when she finds 

herself working under less than optimum circumstances. For Coleman, difficulties 

with cast members, theatre critics, producers and others fade into the background 

when she focuses on the text and her “sacred duty as an artist,” holding a mirror up to 

her audience as a way to validate them, and to let them know that their lives were 

noticed and recorded. And audience members’ response to her work often validates 

her effort. 
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When I was doing a play at the Signature, Zooman and the Sign,201 and 

I had to imagine that my daughter had been shot. I had to play that 

reality. I would always think of the people I am doing it for which 

would keep me present in a different kind of way. . . . Many times 

women would wait for me when I came out of the theatre. They’d say, 

“How did you know” “I lost somebody in a violent crime.” They’d be 

survivors of violent crimes. They’d be “how did you know that was 

how it was for me?” And I’d be like “I did my job.” And that I got 

completely from Lloyd. 
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 Zooman and the Sign was directed by Stephen Henderson in 2009. 
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CHAPTER 8: RUBEN SANTIAGO-HUDSON 

“He wore a crown so big that all of us can get under it, inside it, with him and he was willing 

to share” 

 

 

 

16. Ruben Santiago-Hudson 



 

 

190 

Ruben Santiago-Hudson is an actor, director, writer and producer who has a 

thriving career in film, television, and theatre. His Broadway theatre credits include 

the musical Jelly’s Last Jam (Buddy Bolden); Seven Guitars (Canewell), which 

earned him a Drama Desk nomination as Best Featured Actor and a 1996 Tony in the 

same category; Gem of the Ocean (Caesar) and Stick Fly (Joe Levay). He has worked 

extensively as an actor off-Broadway with the Public Theatre, performing roles 

including Lucio in Measure for Measure and Leontes in The Winter’s Tale. In 2001 

The Public Theatre produced Lackawanna Blues, a play for a solo performer written 

and performed by Santiago-Hudson, which won him a 2000-2001 Obie Award 

Special Citation. In 2005 Santiago-Hudson subsequently adapted Lackawanna Blues 

for HBO, also serving as executive producer. Lackawanna Blues is currently being 

developed as a television series with Santiago-Hudson once again serving as 

executive producer.202 Santiago-Hudson’s extensive acting credits in movies and 

television include featured roles in American Gangster, Honeydripper, Domestic 

Disturbance, and The Devil’s Advocate and several television series including co-

starring on Castle, and recurring roles on Law & Order, Castle, Spawn, Dear John, 

and NYPD Blue. 

Santiago-Hudson has also earned a reputation in the American theatre as a 

skilled director with an expertise in bringing the work of August Wilson to the stage. 

His directing credits include Seven Guitars and The First Breeze of Summer at Peter 

Norton Space, Things of Dry Hours at New York Theatre Workshop, and My 

Children! My Africa! for the Signature Center. His revival of Wilson’s The Piano 
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 “Ruben Santiago-Hudson,” IMDB, accessed March 6, 20123, 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0763650/?ref_=sr_1. 
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Lesson at the Signature Center opened to rave reviews in October 2012. Santiago-

Hudson is currently collaborating with Stephen Henderson and Phylicia Rashad to 

create a book on techniques for directing and performing August Wilson plays. 

I sent the particulars concerning my research in a Call for Participants (CFP) 

to Santiago-Hudson through his agent in November 2010, and he responded to my 

request in January 2011. Between receiving my CFP and responding, Santiago-

Hudson had spoken to Stephen Henderson about the project. Like all respondents, 

Santiago-Hudson’s involvement with this project resulted from his appreciation of 

and loyalty to Richards. Additionally, Santiago-Hudson’s interest in this project fits 

in with his personal mission to ensure that Richards and Richards’s contribution to 

the American theatre are properly documented. On March 14, 2011, I reached 

Santiago-Hudson by telephone in California and recorded our interview. What 

follows is reconstructed from that interview. 

 *** 

 Although accepted to Yale School of Drama in 1978, Ruben Santiago-

Hudson chose to pursue his Master of Fine Arts at Wayne State University. On the 

surface, this seemed a capricious decision considering Yale’s exalted reputation and 

Lloyd Richards’s position as the school’s Dean. Although Santiago-Hudson had had 

little interest in Yale’s reputation, he had applied to the program hoping to work with 

Richards. On learning that Richards would be on sabbatical from Yale for his first 

year, however, Santiago-Hudson made the decision to bypass Yale and attend Wayne 

State University instead, which coincidentally, was Richards’s alma mater. 
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In 1984,203 unable to afford a ticket to attend the Broadway production of Ma 

Rainey’s Black Bottom directed by Richards, Santiago-Hudson slipped into the Cort 

Theatre during intermission to watch the second half of the production. The stories in 

Ma Rainey’s seemed familial, [as familiar as those of his own family] to Santiago-

Hudson, and the characters were people he knew intimately. Impressed with the 

honesty of the writing and appreciative of Richards’s integrity in handling the 

characters’ humanity, Santiago-Hudson wrote letters to Richards and August Wilson 

articulating his admiration for their work and expressing his desire to work with them 

in the future. A possible opportunity arose in 1990, when he auditioned for Richards 

during the casting for Two Trains Running and was considered for the role of 

Sterling. However, the role ultimately went to Larry Fishburne, who won the 1992 

Best Featured Actor in a Play Tony, Drama Desk, and Theatre World awards for the 

role.  

A second opportunity occurred during the casting of Seven Guitars in 1994. 

Rocky Carroll, an actor who had worked with Richards on The Piano Lesson at Yale 

and on Broadway, was under consideration for the production. However, Carroll’s 

schedule precluded his participation, and Santiago-Hudson, who shared an agent with 

Carroll, pushed his agent to get him an audition. Richards and Wilson remembered 

Santiago-Hudson’s name and invited him to audition for Guitars.  

Santiago-Hudson was the only actor in the cast of Guitars that I spoke with 

who did not have an extensive history with Richards before the play went into 

development. Santiago-Hudson had not studied with Richards, nor had he participated 
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 Santiago-Hudson identified the year as 1983 in his interview, but Ma Rainey did not open 

on Broadway until 1984. 
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in the O’Neill Playwrights Conference. Before working with Richards he had made 

his Broadway debut in George C. Wolfe’s Jelly’s Last Jam, a project he had been 

with through its development process. Indeed, although he had never developed a 

play with Richards or Wilson prior to Guitars, he was a veteran of new play 

development and was versed in contributing to the process in ways that helped 

playwrights in characters’ development. Santiago-Hudson joined Seven Guitars after 

its initial public reading at the O’Neill and stayed to earn a Tony Award for his 

performance as Canewell. 

THE ANALYSIS  

Santiago-Hudson is an insightful thinker, and it becomes clear in conversation 

that he has thought about his process and is very analytical in his work. Reading 

Santiago-Hudson’s interview in Actors at Work brought Richards’s influence on 

Santiago-Hudson’s process to my attention. In the article Santiago-Hudson revealed 

he keeps meticulous notes relating to his work. One of his practices when directing is 

to share “Lloydisms,” notes taken during his time working with Richards on Guitars, 

with his cast. After reading Actors at Work, I believed Santiago-Hudson would be as 

valuable a resource for this project as he proved to be. He spoke with passion about 

lessons learned working on Guitars and often demonstrated subtle differences in 

interpretation of a text that comes from an understanding of culture to illuminate his 

points. 

In our conversation regarding his experience working with Richards and their 

subsequent relationship, Santiago-Hudson identified several broad factors that made 

Richards noteworthy as an artist, collaborator, and mentor. These factors serve as 
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themes in my analysis and include Richards’s process, Richards as teacher, Richards 

as a continuing influence on Santiago-Hudson, and Richards’s legacy in the American 

theatre.  

Richards’s Process 

As Santiago-Hudson discussed his appreciation for Richards’s process as a 

director of new work, he identified several elements that Richards brought to his work 

that made him a magnificent collaborator. These included Richards’s leadership; his 

depth of cultural knowledge; his requirement that actors make human, rather than 

theatrical, choices in acting; his patience with actors; his faith in actors; his 

empowerment of actors; and his way with compliments.  

Richards’s Leadership  

“Consummate Leader” is Santiago-Hudson’s description of Richards as a director. 

Santiago-Hudson’s greatest appreciation of Richards’s leadership was not focused on 

Richards taking responsibility for the creative details necessary to make a production 

happen, but instead focused on Richards taking responsibility for the artists on his 

team. “He made you feel safe in your art. There was nothing you couldn’t 

accomplish,” was Santiago-Hudson’s explanation of the sense of security he felt 

working with Richards.  

From Santiago-Hudson’s perspective Richards was never rattled, nor did he 

allow outside influences to cause fluctuation in his process or to derail him from the 

journey he had mapped out. Richards’s ego did not seek out recognition or praise for 

his contribution to the process. Instead of seeking recognition, Richards’s 

commitment was to helping the play be all that it could be. Therefore notification that 
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the artistic director or producer would be visiting rehearsals did not change 

Richards’s plan for the day, even if that meant his visitor would fall asleep as he 

worked with the actors to clarify the action of the play. This form of integrity that put 

true work above “performance of work” in search of praise impressed Santiago-

Hudson. 

 Santiago-Hudson viewed Richards’s working relationship with Wilson as a 

specific example of his protective, ego-free leadership. Richards’s development 

process toured Wilson’s plays nationally through a series of LORT theatres and 

provided a protected environment where Wilson could develop and clarify the stories 

he wanted to tell, without the production-killing judgment of the New York critics. 

Richard’s commitment to the text and its stories resulted in a directing style that was 

understated to the point where Santiago-Hudson felt it was overlooked and 

undervalued.  

He gave him [Wilson] a safe platform. He gave him someplace to do 

his work, to make his adjustments to work on his art. He took him all 

over the country, gave him eighteen months, a year to work on his art 

with the finest actors available, in some of the finest theaters in this 

nation, but outside of New York. So he [Richards] took the blows. 

Everybody would say--everybody thought August was brilliant, and 

they thought Lloyd's direction was "eh, OK." Because he didn't add 

onto it. . . . He took the play around outside of New York. And let those 

critics, who were different kinds of critics, admire and appreciate and 

watch this work grow. And by the time we hit New York, we were like 

clicking on all cylinders. It had been trimmed; it had been honed; it had 

been cleared. 

Considering Santiago-Hudson’s description of Richards’s process it follows that the 

text and story should garner the critics’ attention and praise, as “story” was the 

mission of a Richards-led production. Richards’s direction was meant to be invisible, 
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like the steel that undergirds a building, never calling attention to itself, but instead 

invisibly supporting the story unfolding on stage.  

 Santiago-Hudson credits Richards’s rehearsal hall as being as safe a working 

environment for actors as it was for playwrights. It was a space where actors knew 

that they could take chances and make mistakes because Richards would not be 

critical. “We felt that what he would do is support us, challenge us, admonish us 

when we needed to [be admonished], and praise us, and nothing was too high or too 

low.” Santiago-Hudson used the same metaphor to describe the sense of security he 

felt working with Richards that he used to describe his relationship with his mother in 

Lackawanna Blues.  

He made you feel safe in your art. There was nothing that you couldn't 

accomplish. That there was no branch on the tree that you shouldn't 

reach for. And if you reached so high that you fell, that you would fall 

on him.  

Richards used that sense of safety he created for his actors to help them go beyond 

former limitations. He convinced them that they had much to offer and made a space 

where they knew that what they offered would be welcomed. “Do it. Do it. Go there. 

He didn't only let me, he pushed me. He pushed me out there. You know? Where I 

didn't know if I’d fall or not.” Knowing that he would be (metaphorically) falling on 

Richards made it easier for him to try. 

During his time working with Richards, Santiago-Hudson could not recall 

ever seeing Richards attack or belittle anyone. Reprimand and punishment were not 

Richards’s approaches to management. Santiago-Hudson tells of an actor who fell 

asleep at the table during table work. The actor not only fell asleep at the table but 

also preceded to snore through the session, much to Santiago-Hudson’s irritation. 
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Despite the fact that Richards said nothing at the time, to the best of Santiago-

Hudson’s knowledge, the actor never repeated the behavior.  

If he sees that you did something wrong and you know you did 

something wrong, he don't spank you. Literally, you end up going to 

him and saying, "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have did that." And he just, "Oh, 

we'll do it again." Like that. So when he said, "We'll do it again," he's 

saying, "Don't do that shit no more. . . . I'm giving you a chance to do 

the right thing."  

Richards’s response to transgressions incorporates two ideas, one of forgiveness and 

understanding, and the other of expectations of hard work and maturity. Richards 

would not play the punishing enforcer to members of his creative team because he 

expected them to know what was required from them and to work to achieve it.  

Richards’s depth of cultural knowledge  

As mentioned above, Richards’s process was based on a deep commitment to 

the script. Santiago-Hudson echoes what other participants, particularly Ron Van 

Lieu, noted. Richards did not require actors to work from themselves (or use their 

emotions or intimate memories in an obvious way), an approach to Stanislavski 

primarily identified with Lee Strasberg, but instead to give priority to the given 

circumstances of the script. Santiago-Hudson reports that Richards always worked 

through the script forward, doing extensive table work with the actors, reading the 

script over and over, explicating the structure, examining motivation, and mining for 

clarity. In his pursuit of clarity Richards’s depth of cultural knowledge, obtained from 

life or research, was a valuable asset. Santiago-Hudson valued Richards’s approach 

because, like Richards, Santiago-Hudson is committed to research and takes pride in 

his dramaturgy, believing that “being informed is just as powerful as being 

rehearsed.” He believes in gathering information, sharing and exploring the history of 
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the characters in rehearsals, “so when you come to the stage, the information that you 

have inside of you, it bursts out through your character.” Santiago-Hudson’s belief in 

production research pre-dated his collaboration with Richards, but working with 

Richards confirmed the rightness of his approach. 

Santiago-Hudson believed that Richards and Wilson’s collaboration on the 

first six plays in The Pittsburgh Cycle was fueled by both men’s love of the people 

who populated Wilson’s plays and their mutual desire to present an honest 

representation of African-American life: “the way we behave and preserve the smells, 

the taste, the way we walked, the way we lean, the way we talk about our women, the 

way we expressed ourselves to our brothers or our mothers.” Santiago-Hudson 

expounded on the difference in the American experience for African Americans and 

whites. He discussed the culturally ingrained response that most African-American 

men, including himself—despite his success and professional stature--must follow 

when pulled over by the police to increase the probability of leaving the encounter 

alive. He then connected his contemporary response to being stopped by the police to 

the character Floyd’s arrest for vagrancy in Guitars as a cultural ritual tied to African 

Americans’ historic experience with institutional abuse and developed to increase 

their chances of survival.  

Working with Richards and Wilson gave Santiago-Hudson the opportunity to 

work on a play populated with characters similar to the people he grew up knowing, 

people he loved uncompromisingly, who were rarely presented in their full humanity 

on the American stage.  
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Because they had been maligned, misled, beat down by America. And 

so they were surviving, struggling to be whole. But they kept going. 

They held onto their dignity. And they passed that onto us. 

Working with the Wilson-Richards creative team Santiago-Hudson was able to bring 

the people he thought of as “salt of the earth people” to the stage with the dignity he 

thought they deserved.  

Santiago-Hudson valued Richards’s anthropological approach to the text and 

the lived cultural knowledge Richards brought to the table.  

And Lloyd had lived it, so he was an expert on--he was a truth meter. 

He had been through segregation, the Civil Rights movement, World 

War II, the Tuskegee Airmen. . . . .He knew. He had known what it felt 

like to not be able to stay in a hotel with the other cast members when 

you're on tour with a play--and you're the lead actor. He had known 

what it felt like to go places and they say, "We're not hiring your kind." 

And to do your art. You know? So these are characters that August 

wrote. So who knew them better than Lloyd? More than anything, who 

cherished them? Lloyd. No one. No one.  

Participating in Guitars’ development was an opportunity for Santiago-Hudson to 

work with men whose deep appreciation of African-American culture and history 

rivaled his own. It was a chance to see the members of a community like the one he 

had grown up with treated with dignity and their experience deemed stage-worthy.  

 In Santiago-Hudson’s view, Richards’s cultural-anthropological approach to 

developing Wilson’s plays was not negotiable but central to getting it right. He 

believes only by understanding the culture can an actor play the role correctly, and, 

by extension, can Wilson’s story be brought to life. Without proper grounding in 

cultural knowledge Wilson’s brilliance can be dragged into buffoonery. To support 

his contention he points to Bynum’s ritual of [purification?] in Joe Turner’s Come 

and Gone.  
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If you're doing Joe Turner's Come and Gone and you look out the 

window and say, [spoken quickly and with great excitement] “Look-at-

him-out-there.-He’s gonna-break-that-chicken’s-neck-and-watch-him-

drink-that-blood.-Look-at-him, he-drinking-the-blood.-I-told-you. 

Now-he’s-gonna-pour-it-in-the-ground!” Buffoonery. 

But these people [the characters in the play] recognize these rituals. 

This ain't the first time somebody broke a chicken's neck and poured 

the blood on the ground. They do it every day. Go to Puerto Rico; go to 

Africa; go to Tennessee; go to Mississippi. It's not unusual. It is unusual 

today. Because he is doing it in a different way today. He's investing 

something differently today. So in August's plays, if it's delivered in 

[fast and hyper] “Lookathimoutthere. He’s 

gonnabreakthatchicken’sneck-andwatchhimdrinkthatblood.-Lookathim-

hedrinkingtheblood.-Itoldyou.- Nowhe’sgonnapouritintheground.” 

Buffoonery.  

It is like he ain't ever seen that before. But if you recognize it, 

[Santiago-Hudson spoke the lines more slowly and simply]“Look at 

him out there. He’s gonna break that chicken’s neck and watch him 

drink that blood. Look at him, he drinking the blood. I told you. Now 

he’s gonna pour it in the ground.” Mm hmm.  

Santiago-Hudson identified these practices woven through Seven Guitars as being 

rooted in the rituals of African Diaspora. “I've seen my mother take and wring a 

chicken's neck and pour the blood on the ground. Was she practicing hoodoo? No! 

That goes back into putting life into the Earth . . . That's Africa.” He valued that 

Richards’s awareness of these practices came from a lived experience. He believed 

that Richards’s lived experience gave him the authority to tell the cast when they 

were being true to the culture. He also believed Richards’s intimate cultural 

knowledge and respect for the people populating Wilson’s play was insurance against 

Wilson’s characters slipping into buffoonery, as they might have under less deft 

hands. 
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Richards Required Actors To Make Human, Not Theatrical 
Choices  

Richards’s commitment to bringing honest depictions of African-American 

survival in the United States during the twentieth century to the stage meant he 

wanted his actors to live their roles instead of “acting” a performance. “He didn't 

want "acting," per se. He wanted realization of life. He wanted us to bring life, not 

impersonate life. He wanted us to live in the moment and really experience [it] fully.” 

Richards’s directed questioning was meant to lead the actors to an understanding of 

the stakes based on an understanding of their characters’ given circumstances and to 

help them make human choices within the context of the play. 

 The awareness and insight that Santiago-Hudson identifies as Richards’s 

“truth-meter” was always in play and would gently guide his actors away from 

choices that were informed by theatrical conventions rather than their characters’ 

humanity. If an actor made a choice that Richards did not understand he would work 

to understand the choice and the thinking behind it. 

He would ask you how you felt about something, and he wouldn't let 

you answer. He wanted you to show [it]. Obviously, he wasn't clear 

how you felt about something. Or if you made a false move, a move to 

try to do something theatrical. So well, these people are talking. Let me 

walk over here and sit down, so I'm not in their way. He would ask you, 

"Where'd you go? Why did you go there and where?" And if you said 

something that wasn't human behavior but was theatrical, he would just 

say, "Hmm." And that means don't go there anymore. 

Santiago-Hudson’s description of Richards’s interaction with his actors was 

illustrative of his process. If an actor made a choice that did not follow Richard’s 

expectation of the character or story, Richards did not immediately correct the actor 

or assume the actor’s choice was inappropriate. Instead he sought non-verbal 

clarification from the actor. Having the actor physicalize his choice made it possible 
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for both Richards and the actor to evaluate the viability of the choice. A choice that 

cannot be manifested physically is of no use to an actor. Therefore if the actor is 

unable to express that action, he will know to make a new choice without Richards 

needing to tell him so. 

 Richards’s response to actors whose choices seemed driven by theatrical 

conventions instead of the needs of their characters also illustrates his propensity to 

bring an issue to his actors’ attention and leave them room to self-correct. By 

bringing the information to his actors’ attention and allowing them to make new 

choices, instead of imposing his instructions on them, Richards gave his actors a 

sense of control over their work and subsequent success. 

Richards’s Empowerment of Actors  

Directing actors to give them ownership over their success and leave them 

feeling empowered requires patience, and thankfully Richards seemed to have had 

patience in abundance. Santiago-Hudson notes that Richards never told his actors, 

"Don't go there," or "Do this," or "Walk over here," or "Do that." Instead Richards 

always asked the actors what they had done and why. For Santiago-Hudson, 

Richards’s questioning his choice was a signal that there must be another option. 

He asked me--one day, I was off stage.  

He said, "Canewell. . .”  

I said, “Yes sir.”  

He said, "Where did you go when Floyd and Vera began arguing?"  

I said, "Sir, I went over to sit at the table so I didn't take any focus."  

And he said, "OK."  

I didn't move the next time. That's what he said to me. That was my 

note. "OK." I didn't move.  

 

It is worth noting that Richards’s “note” to Santiago-Hudson was devoid of 

instruction, but served to bring an issue to the actor’s attention. By having the actor 
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explain his choice, the actor became aware that his decision to move was not 

grounded in character motivation, but in his concern about the stage picture. 

Realizing this, the actor then had the opportunity to self-correct. Santiago-Hudson 

explained that Richards’s oblique instructions were empowering. They gave the actor 

an opportunity to interpret what was needed and made him responsible for doing the 

right thing.  

What he wanted more than anything is you to feel responsible for your 

success. . . You to feel responsible for your--more than competency, for 

your--and brilliance is the wrong word--but for your success, for your 

achievement, for your accomplishment. The applause that you got, you 

felt that you did it. Not Lloyd did it. But who did it was Lloyd guiding 

you to it.  

Santiago-Hudson offered an anecdote that illustrated Richards’s patience and his 

commitment to making actors responsible for their successes. 

[An] actor used to want to cry every night in rehearsal and every night 

in the performance. And Lloyd said to the actor, "When your father 

died, what happened?"  

"Oh, it broke my heart."  

Lloyd said, "OK. And what did you do?"  

He said, "I cried."  

He said, "And you cried how much?"  

The actor said, "I cried a river of tears," 'cause that's the line.  

So Lloyd said, "When was that?" No, he said, "How old are you now?"  

He said, "57 years old."  

He said, "When did your father die?"  

He said, "When I was 14."  

He said, "And have you told that story many times?"  

He said, "Oh, I tell it a lot."  

He said, "And every time, do you have the same reaction?"  

The actor said, "No. No."  

He said, "So you tell it a lot, and you have a different reaction."  

He said, "Yes." "OK, let's do it again."  

So the actor starts crying again, crying like a baby.  

So Lloyd says, "When did your father die?"  

He said, "When I was 14."  

He said, "How old are you?"  

He said, "57."  

He said, "And when he first died, what happened?"  
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And the actor said, "I told you. I cried."  

He said, "How much?"  

He said, "A river of tears."  

He said, "And you told this story a lot of times?"  

The actor said, "Yeah, yeah."  

Do it again, and the next day, the actor starts crying.  

Lloyd said, "When did your father--"  

As he recounted the story, Santiago-Hudson marveled at Richards’s extraordinary 

patience, noting that most directors would have simply instructed the actor not to cry 

and moved on to other issues.  

Although the incident can be seen as illustrating Richards’s patience and his 

flexibility in allowing actors to make their own choices for performance, it also 

reveals that the freedom to choose for Richards’s actors is an illusion. In response to 

Richards’s continued questioning the actor defended his choice. “When I get 

emotional, I can’t help it. I can’t control my emotions.” To which Richards answered, 

“The only person that wants to cry in front of a bunch of other people is an actor.” 

Additionally the incident can be interpreted as Richards not only being patient but 

also being relentless. While Richards refrained from telling his actors what to do, his 

continued questioning indicates that there were choices that he did not feel were 

appropriate for the scene, and he would keep going with the actor until the actor came 

to a similar conclusion.  

Richards’s Way of Complimenting Actors 

Like Rosalyn Coleman, Santiago-Hudson mentioned the special nature of 

being complimented by Richards. Richards has been consistently described as quiet, 

gentle and unlikely to criticize harshly. Conversely no participant mentioned Richards 

as being particularly effusive in his praise while working. Yet, under his direction 
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they all felt valued and appreciated, so much so that they willingly rose to whatever 

challenges the process brought. From Santiago-Hudson’s description, it seems 

Richards’s compliments were as oblique as his other forms of communication, yet 

they revealed the deep esteem he held for the recipient.  

I was walking into the theater, and he was standing outside . . .  

He said, "I went to the theater last night."  

I looked at him, and I thought he was talking about somebody else,  

and he says, "And I saw an actor. I saw a wonderful actor."  

And I said, "Oh, OK. Thank you. I'll see you."  

I went in and I went, "Yeah! Was he talking about me?"  

That was the greatest compliment he'd ever given me. Because he made 

it very clear that he was saying, "Great job last night." . . . He just said, 

"I went to the theater, and I saw a wonderful actor." And that put the 

wind in my sails. I can sail with my ship all around the world three 

times. That's the kind of compliment he would give you.  

 

Although Richards was known for being supportive of his actors, his expectations 

were high, and he was not profligate with his accolades when actors met his 

expectations. Additionally, were frequent praising his practice, his stated aim to 

empower actors’ creative self-reliance might be undermined by a “praise incentive,” 

which would encourage actors to work towards earning Richards’s approval instead 

of focusing on telling a clear coherent story, thereby limiting their development as 

self-reliant artists. Since frequent praise was not Richards’s practice his compliments 

took on great significance, implying that the practitioner had not only achieved the 

expectations, but had surpassed them in a manner that required acknowledgement. 

Richards as Teacher  

Unlike several of the actors I interviewed, Santiago-Hudson met Richards 

after Santiago-Hudson had an established career. Participating in Richards’s Master 

Class in 2001 was Santiago-Hudson’s first encounter with Richards in a classroom 
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environment, and he delighted in the experience of studying with stellar members of 

the acting community as Richards simultaneously nurtured and challenged the group. 

“He fine-tuned us. We knew we were the luckiest actors in the world, at that 

moment,” was Santiago-Hudson’s evaluation of the experience. 

In the workshop Richards led his class of luminaries through warm-ups of 

voice and body expected of actors. In addition to the expected preparations Richards 

added another dimension that struck Santiago-Hudson as phenomenal.  

He said, "Actors always warm up their voices, and actors always warm 

up their body and they stretch. But when do they get a chance to stretch 

their instrument? When do you warm up your emotional content? When 

do you warm up your emotional base, your emotional foundation? 

That's what we're going to warm up today. That's what we're going to 

stretch today. That's what we're going to explore today." And he would 

put us through these paces where we had to deal with not only 

behavior, but emotion.  

The workshop participants were assigned partners, and Richards led them through 

exercises meant to hone their ability to make honest emotional connection in their 

work. The exercises demanded trust and required that the acting partners worked 

intimately. The partners were made to face each other and find a specific thing to 

love, to be amused by, or whatever form of emotional connection deemed necessary 

by Richards.  

Lloyd would be talking to you, and he'd say, "OK. You know who your 

partner is. That's your partner. Look him in the face. Look at him, study 

him. Look at every part of that face, their beautiful face. There's 

something on that incredible face, that warm, becoming, welcoming 

face that's the funniest thing you ever saw in your life. Find it on that 

face. See it. Embrace it. Bring it in. That is a funny thing." . . .. .And 

he'll come back again. He said, "Find your friend. Find your partner. 

Look at that face." And Lloyd would go through it again. He'd say, 

"There's something about that warm, becoming, comfortable face that 

you see, that that's your best friend. Something in that face is the most 

beautiful thing that God ever put on this earth in a human being. Find 

it." 
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Santiago-Hudson was partnered with Stephen Henderson during the Master class. His 

deep connection with Henderson, who he now calls his brother, began during those 

exercises. Santiago-Hudson attributes his ability to work without an emotional barrier 

during the workshop to Richards’s leadership. “Lloyd's taking you there! He's 

inviting you to go there, unprotected, undaunted, with tremendous courage. And there 

you go emotionally.” Under the protection of Richards’s leadership Santiago-Hudson 

was able to experience a myriad of different emotional connections working with one 

actor, Stephen Henderson. 

 Santiago-Hudson leaves the impression that his experience in the workshop 

was transformative. He does not indicate that the acting exercises he encountered in 

Richards’s workshop were unknown to him. Yet his commitment to the exercises and 

the depth of his exploration seem to have taken him into uncharted territory. He 

makes clear that it was Richards’s presence that helped him make that journey, 

“unprotected, undaunted, with tremendous courage.” His understanding of who 

Richards was as a leader meant that he could venture further afield without fear of 

being lost, because he knew Richards would never leave him there. Santiago-

Hudson’s reward for meeting the challenge of the workshop was tremendous.  

I get excited, talking about it. And you would find these moments. 

Before it's over, you've tapped into every aspect of your emotional, I 

guess, horizons or canvas. You just painted it. And it would be the 

same person that you're doing it with. They're funny; they're ugly; 

they're the most beautiful; they're the most tragic; they're the most-- He 

would just give you all these things to deal with. 

Richards as Continuing Influence  

Santiago-Hudson’s time collaborating with Richards affected his life and his 

career as a theatre practitioner. As an artist who deeply values the history of African 
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Americans, working with Richards, an eyewitness to much of the African-American 

experience in the twentieth century, was a boon for Santiago-Hudson. He valued 

Richards’s personal history and his willingness to share with the cast the lessons he 

had learned surviving the Depression. In addition, for Santiago-Hudson, the integrity 

that Richards demanded from the work on stage, the integrity with which Richards 

lived his life, was inspiring.  

Like we'd go to lunch or something, and I'd want to sit at the seat where 

I could see the door. And he would say, "Well, you sit where you want. 

I'll sit in any seat left. Because the way I live my life, I can sit in any 

seat. I don't need to watch the door." . . . And then I would think about 

that too. "Well, I haven't done anything to anybody. Why should I have 

to watch the door? What am I afraid of?" So now, I sit in any seat. I live 

my life that way, to where I can sit in any seat. 

For Santiago-Hudson, Richards not only became an exemplar of how to create 

theatre with integrity, but also how to bring that integrity into one’s life. 

Validated Santiago-Hudson as a Writer 

Richards’s example as a theatre artist had a transformative effect on how 

Santiago-Hudson saw theatre and his role in it. He credits working on Seven Guitars 

with confirming that the stories he had wanted to bring to the stage about the people 

he grew up with and around were worthy of being told there. Santiago-Hudson had 

started writing in college but was discouraged from continuing by a professor’s 

negative evaluation. Santiago-Hudson explained, “A professor said that I couldn’t 

write. That I was a terrible writer.” Working with Richards and Wilson in an 

environment that said everyone’s story is worth telling made that long-ago judgment 

irrelevant. 

It [working on Guitars] said to me that it's OK for these people to have 

a voice in the general community, in the regular old America 
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community. It's OK to speak. August and Lloyd let me know that my 

voice was valid, that my voice was important. 

Subsequent to working on Guitars, Santiago-Hudson wrote and performed 

Lackawanna Blues, his story about his childhood in upstate New York, earning an 

Obie Special Citation. Lackawanna Blues was adapted into a movie for HBO and is 

now in development as a drama series for television.  

Richards’s Influence On His Directing  

Santiago-Hudson identifies himself as a “disciple of Lloyd Richards.” In his 

August 2006 interview for the American Theatre Wing, he compares his directing to 

Richards’s, describing it as “different style but same principle. Truth, clarity, script as 

bible, respect and responsibility.”204 He acknowledges being simultaneously patient 

and hard as a director, and exacting and meticulous in his practice.  

I don't want bullshit. Excuse my French. But I don't want imitations. I 

want you to take the journey. And so when things aren't right or I see 

you faking something, I'll ask you about it. I won't just say, "Oh, you're 

faking it. Stop that." I would ask a couple questions which would 

eventually empower the actor, because the actor would know, "I better 

make the right decision. I can't be B.S.ing Ruben. I've got to go ahead 

and take this journey." And then when they take it, and I say, "That's 

beautiful. That's it. That's it." I didn't tell them to do it. They made the 

decision to do it. And that's a Lloyd style.  

In the quote above, Santiago-Hudson’s use of “a Lloyd style” seems to encompass 

more than style and moves towards Richards’s principle about dealing with actors, 

that is, letting actors discover their answers themselves, so that they will have 

ownership over their success. Additionally, Santiago-Hudson’s aim to empower 
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actors through guiding questions is a reflection of his own experience with Richards, 

and his desire to pass that experience on to others. 

As mentioned previously, Santiago-Hudson actively connects his directing 

practice to that of Richards by sharing “Lloydisms,”Richards’s quotes from the notes 

he took while working with Lloyd, with his casts. This sharing is one way that 

Richards’s philosophy is transferred through generations of practitioners. In his 2006 

American Theatre Wing interview about a production of Seven Guitars he was 

directing, Santiago-Hudson describes a transfer of original knowledge through 

generations of practitioners meant to maintain authenticity without stifling 

innovations. 

My journey [with Seven Guitars] was with August Wilson the 

playwright and Lloyd Richards, the incredible director and master 

teacher, so all the things that he had given me I tried to keep and give to 

Kevin Carroll who is playing my role Canewell in Seven Guitars. I 

gave him the foundation of what Lloyd gave me and then I allowed him 

the opportunity to grow into it and breathe life into it for himself, and 

create the role for himself. I always told him that what I did was 

hopefully written in stone and now there is another stone next to it that 

should have his name on it.205  

Santiago-Hudson’s description of his work with Carroll suggests a generosity similar 

to the generosity he attributes to Richards when he described Richards’s protective 

leadership that allowed Richards to invest in his collaborators’ efforts without 

concerns about his share of the spotlight.  

Richards’s influence can also be seen in Santiago-Hudson’s absorption of 

Richards’s philosophy about theatre such that it has become his own. While most 

participants reported incorporating Richards’s philosophy about theatre into their 
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practice, listening to Santiago-Hudson discuss his process for the American Theatre 

Wing allows an audience to hear its adoption. In that interview we hear Santiago-

Hudson embracing the transfer of expertise regarding individual characters that 

occurs during new play development that Richards had previously espoused in a 

panel discussion of theatre collaboration:206  

When he [August] writes the play, he knows more about the character 

than anybody could imagine. Then he hires or becomes in collaboration 

with Lloyd Richards, this is how I got involved, the director, and then 

Lloyd all of a sudden becomes equal with August in knowing these 

people. Then they hire an actor and he allows you, he gives you that. 

He says this is what we know about his character, what do you know 

about him and he allows you to grow.207 

When Santiago-Hudson speaks about this and other tenets of Richards’s practice, the 

principles no longer seem like ideas he was exposed to around Richards; instead they 

are now his deeply held beliefs that form the foundation of his practice.  

Additionally Santiago-Hudson saw Richards’s practice as manifesting an 

integrity that encompassed a respect for the art in which he worked and the subject 

matter that he brought to the stage. Santiago-Hudson also strives for that integrity in 

his own practice, accepting that his meticulous approach to the work might make him 

a less attractive choice to several Broadway producers. 
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Richards Confirming the Importance of Cultural 
Representation 

Santiago-Hudson’s time with Richards did not create his deep appreciation of 

African-American culture, but it did affirm its worthiness as a subject for theatre. As 

mentioned previously, his time working on Seven Guitars contributed to his decision 

to tell the story of his childhood growing up in Lackawanna, New York, on stage. 

Prior to Guitars Santiago-Hudson felt that his only platform for bringing culturally 

rich stories with complex characters to the stage was through his own theatre 

company in Detroit. On coming to New York City he learned differently.  

And coming to New York City, the Big Apple, on the Great White Way 

and seeing that somebody has given us, has provided a platform for us 

to have this kind of truth in general America—To let the whole world 

see us shine, not just in Detroit. And that was Lloyd Richards. 

In his interview for this project and his American Theatre Wing interview Santiago-

Hudson frequently referenced the point of convergence that he perceived connects 

him with Richards and Wilson: their love, appreciation and understanding of African 

Americans and African-American culture.  

The magic in August Wilson's plays comes from the souls of his 

people. The magic is inside of us. In every August Wilson play, 

something bigger than life happens. Something bigger. In Fences, Gabe 

blows the trumpet. Now, in the wrong director's hands, he blows the 

trumpet, but it could be a cloud, just moving to the side, and the sun 

comes out. In August Wilson, the production that Lloyd Richards 

directs, he blows that trumpet and the heavens open. Big difference. 

Because he understands intimately. . . Lloyd understands these people 

intimately. 

Santiago-Hudson manifests this love of culture not only in his work but also 

when he is invited to speak at events. The lesson he shares with his audiences is the 

importance of preserving culture. He feels a particular obligation to share his 

experience with African-American artists. He believes the message is so important 
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that he will waive his speaking fees for smaller arts organizations, giving away what 

he feels was given to him. The message he feels compelled to share is one of 

responsibility to protect the memory of the culture and history of African-American 

forefathers and, in doing so, to reflect the truth about African-American history. He 

urges them to let their education become integrated with their cultural experience 

instead of separating them from their history. "Don't let all this incredible training that 

you get train your grandmother out of you.". . . "Don't let them train your grandfather 

out of you. You add onto your grandfather.” Again, Santiago-Hudson’s discussion 

theme parallels the elements in Richards’s work that made Richards noteworthy as an 

artist for him. His exhorting his audience to be “responsible” artists mirrors the 

integrity he found so valuable in Richards’s work.  

Richards’s legacy  

In discussing Richards’s legacy Santiago-Hudson expressed his belief that the 

nature of Richards’s work with Wilson’s plays was not fully understood, and as a 

result, he and his contributions were underestimated by the critics. Despite being 

underestimated, Richards’s legacy flourishes through the work of his disciples who 

will continue to put his principles in practice and the fraternity of actors who believe 

that having been directed by Richards was a gift.  

Richards and the Critics 

Richards’s directing style had as its central tenet a focus on text. His mission 

was not to stamp the production with a stylistic signature, but instead to lead the 

company to tell a story that was clear, coherent and compelling. This tendency led 

critics to heap accolades on Wilson, while overlooking Richards’s contributions.  
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Every August Wilson play that's done right now, the white critics say, 

"This might be one of the greatest August Wilson plays we've ever 

seen. Might be one of the greatest productions we've ever seen." 

They've never said that about Lloyd hardly. When Lloyd was doing it, 

he was the purest of all of them. 

From Santiago-Hudson’s description it seems a successful Richards production 

embodies the Fox’s secret in Le Petit Prince, “It is only with the heart that one can 

see rightly, what is essential is invisible to the eyes.” So it would seem that 

Richards’s directing, which took away clutter and artifice so that the story could shine 

through, was often invisible to the undiscerning eyes, but it was well known in the 

hearts of Santiago-Hudson and Richards’s other collaborators. “In the wrong hands, 

August Wilson's work-- It's a fine line, like I say, between clowning and brilliance. . . 

[might come across] as clowning. And Lloyd made it brilliant because he let it come 

from the script and from the people he knew in his life.”  

For Santiago-Hudson, the misinterpretation and mishandling of Wilson’s 

work by the wrong hands is a source of on-going concern. He values Wilson’s 

Pittsburgh Cycle as a cultural gift, a documentation of the struggles of African 

Americans, and having been a part of two of the cycle’s gestation period plays, is 

dedicated to have the plays continue on, functioning as he believes they were meant 

to. 

A Brotherhood of the Chosen/A Band of Disciples  

Like several actors interviewed for this project, Santiago-Hudson believes the 

experience of being directed by Richards was a creatively affirming experience that 

moves artists to another level of artistry in their work. Through their experiences with 

Richards, their talent, vocation, and culture were affirmed, leaving them committed to 
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creating art that fed their souls and devoted to a level of excellence that makes it 

impossible for them to shortchange themselves as artists. Santiago-Hudson feels the 

experience was transformative and unparalleled in the professional theatre. 

Consequently actors who have worked with Richards share a bond that connects them 

through Richards, even if they have never worked with each other.  

The first thing happens, especially with--the first thing happens is we 

hug each other. And you just start smiling. You just start laughing. And 

it's silly. It's infectious and it's beautiful and it's silly. It's silly in a 

beautiful way. Because we feel like we got a secret. And we're family. 

And then that family extends further, just to the August Wilson actors. 

But the ones that had Lloyd, white or Black, it’s a different feel, 

because you know you sat with the master. You sat with a man who 

conducted himself as a king. Salt of the earth human being who 

conducted himself with extraordinary dignity. And he wore a crown so 

big that all of us can get under it, inside of it, with him. And he was 

willing to share.  

The deaths of Richards, Wilson, and several actors who had worked with the 

Richards-Wilson team have inspired members of the fraternity of Richards’s actors to 

create a record that might serve as instruction for how to replicate the integrity and 

authenticity associated with the work done by Richards as a means of preserving his 

legacy.  

That's why Stephen and I are very adamant about trying to preserve this 

style, this August Wilson style of acting, this Lloyd Richards style of 

acting. We want to document it. We wanted to put it down where you 

can look at it--video--and you can hear it audibly. We want to show you 

[the] style.  

Part of the disciples’ mission is to make sure that Richards’s contribution to the 

theatre is not forgotten, and that his approach to directing continues to be used.  

Santiago-Hudson believes Richards holds a unique place of respect and 

affection with actors. He recounts that even though Richards was well respected by 

directors, they also seemed intimidated in Richards’s presence because they did not 
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fully understand the source of the power he wielded and the magnetic pull he exerted 

on actors.  

A lot of these directors that are very successful today aren't really 

directors, and they can't hold a candle to Lloyd Richards. And so I think 

it intimidated them when he would walk in the room sometimes. And 

so the ones that really appreciated theatre in its purest form, the art of 

theatre, came over and hugged Lloyd Richards. And every actor in that 

room came over. I never walked into a place with him that every actor 

didn't [chuckling] walk over and shake his hand and say, "I want to 

work with you."  

Although Santiago-Hudson had spent a substantial amount of time considering the 

factors that contributed to Richards’s greatness, he still felt he had not fully expressed 

them as the interview neared its end. “I don't know what it was about him. I swear. I 

just don't know what it was. But it was there. And he protected you. He loved you.” 

Still not satisfied with his efforts, Santiago-Hudson again tried to articulate how deep 

an influence Richards had been on him.  

Being in his presence made me go out in the world, just a little more 

secure, a little more comfortable, a little more confident, a little more 

adamant about doing what's right about my art, and the power of my 

art, and how it can be transcending, and how it could help in healing. 

And he made me feel that, more than anyone.  



 

 

217 

CHAPTER 9: MICHELE SHAY  

“He had a way of trusting you, even though the proof wasn’t in the pudding yet.” 

 

 

17. Michele Shay 
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 Michele Shay is an actor, director, producer, and teacher whose selected list 

of New York acting credits includes Alicia in Goin’ Thru Changes (1974), Lady in 

Purple in for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf 

(1976), Woman Two in Home (1980), Virgilia to Morgan Freeman’s Coriolanus 

(1980), Jean in Meetings, for which she earned a 1981 Obie Award, Titania to 

William Hurt’s Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1982), and Louise, her 

Tony-nominated performance, in Seven Guitars (1996). She has performed at several 

of the most respected regional theaters in the United States, including the Mark Taper 

Forum, Hartford Stage, the Guthrie Theater, American Conservatory Theater, Seattle 

Repertory Theatre, and the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Also noteworthy 

are her eight consecutive seasons contributing to new play development at the Eugene 

O’Neill Playwrights Conference. Shay’s movie and television credits, which include 

many featured roles, are too numerous to mention here. 

As a teaching artist Shay has taught at the University of North Carolina 

School of the Arts, American Conservatory Theater (ACT) in San Francisco, Actors 

Theatre in Louisville, New York University Tisch School of the Arts, and the Actors 

Center in New York City. Her service to the theatre community includes membership 

on the theatre panels for the National Endowment for the Arts, New York and New 

Jersey State Arts Councils, the Princess Grace Foundation and the Board of Directors 

for the Theatre Communications Group.  

During my interview with the renowned actor Stephen Henderson, I 

mentioned my eagerness to speak with Shay. Henderson suggested I use his name as 

an entrée and provided her contact information. Although busy with work 
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commitments Shay was willing to participate. After negotiating schedules, we were 

able to speak on December 20
th
, 2011 about her work with Lloyd Richards and his 

contribution to her career. What follows is reconstructed from our conversation. 

*** 

 Michele Shay earned her BFA in acting from Carnegie-Mellon University 

and landed a position as a company member at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis 

after graduation. However, during her time at the Guthrie Shay felt drawn east by 

developments in the Black Theatre Movement, especially the work of the New York-

based Negro Ensemble Company (NEC). Surrendering to the pull eastward, Shay 

returned to New Jersey and, through family connections, met Harold Scott. Scott, a 

prominent African-American director who was then teaching at Rutgers University 

and had directed at the O’Neill Playwrights Conference, offered Shay advice and 

helped her secure an audition for the O’Neill, thus beginning her association with 

Richards. Her successful audition opened the door for her work with the Playwrights 

Conference, where by her estimation, she received some of the most invaluable 

training of her career. Shay was a regular at the Conference for eight years until her 

work schedule made her participation intermittent.  

Shay’s association with the Conference proved beneficial to her career not 

only in the honing of her craft but also in the career opportunities it made possible. 

Her first professional acting role in New York resulted from her work at the 

Conference. At the 1974 Conference Scott directed Shay in Goin’ Thru Changes, a 

play written by Richards’s protégé Richard Wesley. Later that year Goin Thru 

Changes shared a double bill in Brooklyn at the Billie Holiday Theatre with another 
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Wesley play, The Past is the Past starring Bill Cobbs and Robert Christian, an actor 

Shay would work with repeatedly during her career. Both plays were directed by 

Richards, who, because of his position as Artistic Director, had not directed either 

play at the Conference.  

Another career opportunity that came from working at the Conference was 

Shay’s role on the serial drama Another World, playing Robert Christian’s wife 

Henrietta Morgan. In the early 1980s Another World’s head writer Corrine Jacker, 

who had participated in the Conference as a playwright, set out to expand the 

African-American community in Another World’s Bay City. Shay was among a group 

of well-respected African-American actors who, under Jacker’s leadership,208 

temporarily changed the way African-American communities were represented on 

daytime television. Shay, Christian, Howard Rollins (who had recently won a Tony 

Award for his work in Ragtime), Petronia Paley, Jackee Harry, and Morgan Freeman 

played autonomous African-Americans whose primary concerns were focused on the 

health, welfare, and happiness of their own families and community instead of 

functioning as satellite characters whose sole concerns were the fortunes of their 

white friends. The significance of this breakthrough might be lost from the vantage 

                                                
208

 Corrine Jacker died January 24, 2013. Her obituary in The New York Times states she 

hated being head writer of Another World and quit after one season. Accessed February 9, 2013. 

http://theater.nytimes.com/2013/01/25/theater/corinne-jacker-obie-award-winning-playwright-is-dead-

at-79.html.  

 “Blacks on Soap,” page 124 in November 1982 issue of Ebony Magazine, identifies Jacker as 

one of the individuals working to increase the presence of African Americans in daytime dramas. 

Additionally I interviewed Ms. Jacker while she was head writer for Another World to discuss the 

changing demographic in Bay City. From the interview it was clear that that the creation of a thriving 

African-American community in Bay City was a conscious effort on her part to better represent the 
reality of the country. 
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point of 2012, but at the time of its occurrence it was a startling break from the status 

quo.  

Shay’s desire to participate in the Black Theatre Movement had drawn her 

east from Minneapolis, and once in New York she achieved her goal of working with 

the Negro Ensemble Company (NEC). From 1972 to 1988 Shay performed in several 

NEC productions at the St. Marks Playhouse. These productions included A Ballet 

Behind the Bridge, Nowhere to Run, Nowhere to Hide, Terraces, Heaven and Hell’s 

Agreement, In the Deepest Part of Sleep, The Daughters of the Mock, A Season to 

Unravel, Home, and Sally. In 1979 Home, which had been directed at the St. Marks 

by Dean Irby, a former student of Richards, was transferred to Broadway with the 

cast intact under the direction of Douglas Turner Ward. In addition to performing 

with NEC, Shay worked at the New York Shakespeare Festival, New York City 

Center-Stage I, and Marymount Manhattan Theatre. 

Although Richards did not direct Shay in a production for twenty years 

subsequent to Goin’ Thru Changes they collaborated in different areas. In addition to 

her work at the O’Neill, Shay worked on several arts education projects that Richards 

designed for Lincoln Center and the American Shakespeare Theatre in Connecticut. 

In the years intervening between Goin’ Thru Changes and Seven Guitars, 

Richards became the Dean of the Yale School of Drama and began his storied 

collaboration with the playwright August Wilson. Richards had offered Shay an 

opportunity to audition for Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, but by Shay’s account she 

did not do well at the audition. When The Piano Lesson was slated to begin the 

development process at the Playwrights Conference, Shay’s schedule precluded her 
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participation. In 1994 when Seven Guitars began development at the Playwrights 

Conference Shay made sure she was available to participate, thereby creating the 

possibility of being directed by Richards for a second time.  

THE ANALYSIS 

 In discussing her experience as one of Richards’s actors and protégées, Shay 

focused on, or identified as being significant, several aspects of their interactions. 

These included: Richards’s text-based working process, his mentorship, the sense 

evoked by his process that theatre requires and is worthy of your best effort, his effect 

on Shay’s standard of artistic excellence, his grace and humanity, and the lessons 

Shay learned from Richards that she uses in her own practice. These categories serve 

as the themes in my analysis. 

By 1994 when Seven Guitars was slated to be work-shopped at the O’Neill 

Playwrights Conference, August Wilson’s plays had gained the reputation of being 

able to transform the careers of African-American actors by putting unknowns on the 

map and expanding the visibility of established actors. Having missed two previous 

opportunities to work with the Richards-Wilson creative team, Shay was determined 

to be a part of Guitars’ development process and happily accepted the invitation 

when it came. Despite her previous experience at the Conference she found working 

on Guitars challenging. 

It was my first time working with August, and so I was intimidated. . . . 

We started at the O’Neill with actors from The Piano Lesson company- 

Roc [Charles] Dutton, Tommy Hollis, Rocky Carroll, Kim Staunton - 

actors that had done Piano Lesson plus me. I was new, and I don't think 

anybody else was new. I was new to the whole concept. And so the way 

they handled language, because they had played The Piano Lesson so 
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long together, . . . just seemed amazing to me. I didn't know how they 

did it. And I felt a little like a fish out of water.  

Shay believed her unfamiliarity with and lack of mastery of Wilson’s 

language had been a liability at her Joe Turner audition, and she had no intention of 

allowing history to repeat itself. Because Richards’s responsibility as Artistic Director 

at the O’Neill kept him from directing any of the plays in development there, Amy 

Saltz, who had worked on Joe Turner’s Come and Gone at the O’Neill in 1984, 

directed Guitars that season. Despite feeling intimidated and challenged by Wilson’s 

language, Shay worked hard to stay with the project at the O’Neill and beyond. “I 

personally was determined. I really wanted to be in that play and stay in that play.” 

Shay’s determination paid off, and she was ecstatic when chosen to go forward with 

the play in the role of Louise.  

 Unlike most of the Richards-Wilson collaborations Guitars did not debut at 

Yale Repertory Theatre. Richards had stepped down from his position as Dean and 

Artistic Director there in 1991; consequently Guitars opened at the Goodman Theatre 

in Chicago. Unfortunately Richards took ill and was unable to helm the Goodman’s 

production of Guitars, and the directing responsibility was turned over to Walter 

Dallas. 

Shay and Tommy Hollis were the only actors from the O’Neill reading that 

opened with the production at the Goodman. Charles “Roc” Dutton left the 

production for health reasons, and Ruben Santiago-Hudson, Viola Davis, Albert Hall, 

Jerome Preston-Bates, and Rosalyn Coleman joined the cast at the Goodman Theatre. 

Shay remembers the Goodman rehearsal process as being frustrating. Guitars’ 

reading at the O’Neill had been four hours long, and Wilson had not made significant 
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changes to the script there. At the Goodman it seemed rewrites were non-stop, and the 

rehearsal process was not helpful in furthering Shay’s understanding of the play. 

 [T]he way Walter would rehearse us, we were doing run-throughs of the 

whole play, over and over again, before we really understood what the play was. It 

was really frustrating. But what happened was we learned the play really well. We 

learned the play. It was torture. [laughs] But we learned how to do the play. 

When Richards’s health permitted he returned to the production. His return changed 

the rehearsal process noticeably, and the difference quelled Shay’s frustration.  

Richards’s Text-Based Working Process 

 Shay’s explanation of Richards’s process brought several subthemes to light. 

These included: Richards’s commitment to the text and the playwright’s intention, 

Richards’s fostering of a committed ensemble, Richards’s economical use of 

language when giving notes, and Richards’s trust in actors.  

Although Shay could not clearly articulate the difference in Richards’s 

directing style since she had worked with him on Goin’ Thru Changes, she felt that 

Richards’s directing, while not feeling brand new, was different from (what it was) 

before. She attributed this difference to Richards’s experience working on Wilson’s 

previous plays. “[I]t's hard to explain, because the way he worked with August was 

rather unique. I don't even know how to articulate it to you.”  

Richards’s Commitment to the Text and the Playwright’s 
Intention 

The frustration Shay felt working on a play she did not fully understand under 

Dallas’s direction dissipated with Richards’s return to the production. Richards’s 
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devotion to text and his commitment to making sure that the playwright’s intention 

was clear to the cast and creative team were at the core of his directing process. He 

kept the actors at the table until they fully understood the play. “Lloyd is a text man. 

So you sit around the table with the text, asking questions, reading, reading, reading, 

reading until you feel compelled to get up from the table. Everything is the 

playwright’s words.” The element that had challenged Shay during her Joe Turner 

audition and had intimidated her at the O’Neill—Wilson’s language—was addressed 

and demystified during Richards’s process, which encouraged questioning in search 

of clarity at the table.  

Everything is the playwright’s words. And serving the interpretation 

and the nuances within the playwright's intentions. And [it] was not 

always easy because of the economy with which August would write, 

especially the women, to figure out what to play. And you had to learn 

to trust the play enough to just sit there and say the lines. It sounds very 

simple, but it's hard to do. And you have to get out of the way and let 

August work. And Lloyd taught us how to do that. And that makes a 

huge difference in how the play is received. Huge difference. So he 

would make it very clear to you that it wasn't about what you did with 

the line, it was what August did with the line. 

 From Shay’s perspective Richards’s table work not only helped decode the 

meaning hidden within the economy of Wilson’s writing, but also clarified the actors’ 

function in the development process. Actors working with Richards during new play 

development were not expected to make the play “work” by using their skills to 

disguise or diminish flaws in the play. Instead the actors’ responsibility was to allow 

the playwright to see what he had written embodied. Under Richards’s guidance 

rehearsals became a process of mining the script in an attempt to understand the text 

from the perspective of the playwright’s intention, and the cast then embodying that 

which was learnt. Seeing the text embodied, the playwright could then shape and 
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polish it until the story he intended to tell was on the stage. In this paradigm the story 

was central to the process, and actors were there to serve the text. Richards’s way of 

working diminished actors’ tendency to focus on individual contribution, and instead 

committed them to something bigger than their parts. Shay describes being a part of 

the Richards-Wilson play development process as being called to the work in a 

manner similar to the way religious devotees might describe responding to a religious 

vocation. Shay feels each cast member was called to his or her role, and the process 

was affected by the contribution of each individual involved.  

[T]here was a really fine melding of our individual personalities with 

Lloyd and with August. It was a combination. 'Cause I think we all feel 

now that we were called to be in those plays. You know what I mean? . 

. . We were fortunate to be the ones that were selected. And each 

original cast had its own magic.  

In addition to Richards’s process, Wilson’s truthful portrayal of complex 

African-American characters underpinned the sense of “calling” Richards-Wilson’s 

productions evoked in their casts. Richards’s process infused the work with an 

understanding that working on these plays went beyond creating an enjoyable 

evening of theatre. Instead a great many cast members came to believe that 

originating a Wilson character was being a part of a cultural mission to document 

truthfully moments in African-American history and culture by paying homage to the 

lives of overlooked African-Americans who persisted and prevailed, despite barriers 

and obstacles to their pursuit of liberty and happiness. Shay believed that Richards’s 

commitment to Wilson’s work was rooted in Richards having found someone who 

spoke to a truth about the African-American experience that Richards wanted 

represented in the world.  
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Yeah. It [working with Richards on a Wilson play] alters you. It alters 

you, because of the level of truth in August's plays, which Lloyd would 

talk about. He felt like somebody was speaking for him. It was like he 

was so committed to making sure that August would be done. And he 

made a hell of a way in terms of creating the relationships to all the 

regional theaters and gave the plays the time to gestate. And even when 

he worked with cutting the play, he never told August what to do. He 

would make suggestions. He really let August--this is to my 

knowledge--make the choices. 

Although Richards was decades older than Wilson their experience growing up as 

African-Americans in the 20
th
 century gave the men a common community. In 

interviews, Richards had said the men in Wilson’s writing reminded him of the men 

he met in barber shops when he was growing up. His commitment to bringing 

Wilson’s truth to the stage was also an effort to document the complex history of his 

own experience and community. 

Witnessing Richards’s work with Wilson and Wilson’s text gave Shay a new 

recognition of the text’s importance to her craft. She responded to the process like a 

convert to a new faith. Shay embraces her new faith of a text-based approach to 

theatre work with an ardent commitment often seen in converts.  

The text work. It’s like--and Roz Coleman is the same way. Because 

we were raised [by Richards] to really really really serve the writer. We 

were raised, like children [laugh] to serve the writer. To mine the text 

as much as possible. And that's the way I work, as an actor and as a 

director. 

Creating a Committed Ensemble 

Shay made clear that despite his reputation for gentleness and patience 

Richards did not take any B.S. in rehearsal. The text was the focus in Richards’s 

rehearsal, and it was paramount over the ego of the individual members of the team. 

To be a part of the Richards-Wilson development process the actors participating had 

to be willing to subsume their individual egos and focus their efforts on serving the 
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text so that the story at the center of their process would be told effectively. This 

privileging of the common product over recognition of individual contribution helped 

foster a strong sense of ensemble, a strength that is often noted in Richards’s 

productions.209 One marker of this strength could be seen in the multiple acting 

nominations his productions earned for cast members.  

H]e trained us to work as an ensemble, and within that, you would think 

that that would be a kind of a homogenization of people. But instead it 

was like being in an orchestra. When it was your time to do your solo, 

you took your solo, and the rest of the time, you served the piece. And 

there was no place for inappropriate ego. And consequently, with Seven 

Guitars, the level of the work that we produced was exemplary. 

Another aspect of Richards’s approach to new play development that fostered a sense 

of ensemble in the cast was the amount of time they worked together. An Actors 

Equity Professional Non-musical production typically rehearses for three to four 

weeks, six days a week, eight hours a day before opening. Guitars’ cast worked 

together developing the play and performing in regional theaters for two years before 

opening on Broadway. In the United States, which does not have sustained 

government support for the arts or theatre companies, that much development time is 

a luxury that few productions can access. Developing Guitars under those uncommon 

circumstances had a profound effect on Shay’s work. “Act[ing] then goes from 

                                                
209

 For example, David Patrick Stearns writes of Seven Guitars, on page D4 the September 22 

1995 issue of US A Today, “That's because the actors deeply inhabit their roles and form a superb 
ensemble - thanks to director Lloyd Richards - in which nobody really dominates.”; Hap Erstein on 

page E1 The Washington Times November 20, 1989 Final Edition wrote of The Piano Lesson, “Just as 

clear is the high quality of the production now at the Kennedy Center Eisenhower Theater, staged by 

Mr. Wilson's mentor-collaborator, Lloyd Richards. This production, earmarked for Broadway in the 

spring, boasts a first-rate ensemble of actors who invest their roles with a humanity that prevents them 

from appearing as mere exaggerated oddities; and in the September 15, 1991 Final Edition of the same 

paper he noted of Two Trains Running, “Director Lloyd Richards again has assembled a cast drawn 

mainly from the regional theater ranks and has fused them into an ensemble that is first-rate.”  
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playing the role to becoming it, with elegance, ease—it was in your bones so you 

could relax with the acting.”  

 Although Shay recognized the benefits of working on the same play for an 

extended period of time, she also acknowledged the potential danger of the cast losing 

spontaneity and performing on automatic. Richards worked against those possibilities 

by encouraging the actors to dig deeper in the work as a means of keeping the work 

fresh. “And Lloyd would tell us, every time we'd go into a rehearsal, ‘Don't change 

your choices. Just go deeper into the same choice.’ And you wouldn't believe that you 

would keep finding things. You know? Even during the last performance on 

Broadway.” Richards offered other strategies that reinforced the actors’ ability to stay 

in the moment regardless of how long they have been working on the show or what 

was happening in the audience.  

He would also tell us to act for each other. . . not just the audience. 

Work to entertain each other. . . .I think the purpose was because we 

had done it [the play] so many times, it [working to entertain each 

other] allowed it to be alive and fresh for us on stage, so you don't go 

into automatic. . . .But it worked. It worked as a tactic. And I still use it. 

I use it all the time.  

Richards’s Economical Use of Language 

 Like several other actors interviewed, Shay noted that Richards was renowned  

for posing insightful questions in response to actors work and for the economical use 

of language when giving notes or making observations. Shay’s recollection of 

working with Richards at the table to clarify the text focused less on the answers 

given than on the questions Richards asked. Shay remembered Richards as being 

succinct when giving notes and cited as an example his response to an actor’s 
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outrageous choice. "You can only do that once. You can't repeat it." On hearing 

Richards’s observation the actor knew to look for another option.  

Shay offered a personal example of one memorable note she got from 

Richards early in her career. Shay’s first role under Richards’s direction was that of 

Alicia, a young pregnant woman, in Goin’ Thru Changes. Shay, who had never 

played pregnant before, had delayed exploring that aspect of her character. One day 

while the cast was still in the process of working at the table she got a note from 

Richards. 

 He [Richards] was very economical with what he would say to you. 

But you got the message. . . . for example, when I was doing Richard’s 

[Wesley] play and playing Alicia, she was pregnant. I had to be 

pregnant in the show. And I was a young actor. I'd never done anything 

like that before. [chuckles] . . . One day Lloyd looked at me from the 

end of a long table we were all sitting around and said, "When do you 

plan to deal with the pregnancy?" [laughs] And of course that meant do 

it now, so I did. --He only had to say things once to you. And you knew 

you had to get on it.  

Shay’s example of Richards’s notes is representative of others offered by other actors. 

“When do you plan. . .” assumes that the actor knows her job and plans on doing it. It 

is short, to the point, and brooks no excuse. And the actor fully understood that this 

must be done, and done quickly. After Richards gave Shay his note on Alicia’s 

pregnancy she immediately began exploring that aspect of the role by buying a 

pillow, doing research on pregnancy, and gathering the courage to go into rehearsal as 

a pregnant woman.  

Richards’s Trust in the Actors 

 Also implicit in Richards’s note, “When do you plan to deal with the 

pregnancy?” was a sense of faith in Shay. Although she had not worked on the 
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character’s pregnancy in an optimum timeframe for Richards, it was clear from his 

approach that he had no doubt that she could and would take care of it. “He had a way 

of trusting you, even though the proof wasn't in the pudding yet. It wasn’t what you 

were delivering yet. He knew that it was coming and he would give you the time to 

do it.” Richards’s patience and belief in the actors he cast were qualities often 

mentioned by actors who worked with him as something that made being directed by 

him a fulfilling experience. Yet Shay explained when it was necessary Richards 

would alert actors that it was time for the pudding to be eaten. “[H]e would say one 

thing that would let you know that now is the time that you need to do something.” 

Shay explained that during the development of Guitars there came a time that 

Richards made it clear to an actor that he needed to produce results. In that case the 

results were necessary to convince a skeptic of the actor’s rightness for the role and 

were not related to Richards’s faith in the actor.  

 Richards’s faith in his actors was reciprocated by Shay’s faith in him. 

Richards’s process encouraged his actors’ ownership over their roles through a 

process of discovery, and Richards supported that discovery by asking questions that 

encouraged the actors to dig deeper. Yet, as Richards’s himself has said, the 

discoveries the actors made were the discoveries he wanted them to make.210 

Throughout rehearsals Shay was aware of being guided towards specific choices, but 

her faith in Richards made her willing to follow his lead. 

I always found that he would steer you in a direction that would 

become inevitable. . . .[I]t wasn't, you didn't fight with him or, it wasn’t 

like there weren’t times where you just wanted to do what you wanted 

to do. But you always trusted the fact that he had the highest artistic 

                                                
210 Raymond, “Reflections,” 17. 
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integrity. He had taste. And he could see things you couldn’t see. And 

it just always turned out excellent. 

Richards’s Mentoring Process 

Before entering rehearsals with Richards for Seven Guitars, trusting him and 

following his guidance was familiar to Shay who counted him as one of her early 

mentors. Although Richards mentored several artists, he had the ability to give the 

artists in his presence the sense that they had his full attention. “Whoever he was 

mentoring, you always felt like--he always made you feel like you were the only one, 

that it was a very special relationship. We called him "the little Buddha." During this 

period Shay would often visit Richards at home to discuss the ins and outs of the 

business of acting, plays, actors, and her career options. As in the rehearsal hall, 

Richards’s influence was gentle, yet potent. “He was economical with words, but the 

impact was if he said something, you would do it, because of who he was and how 

you felt about him. And most of the time, it wouldn't be direct. It would be indirect.” 

Early in her career, like many actors starting out, Shay felt pressured to accept 

the majority of the roles she was offered for fear that doing otherwise would have 

negative repercussions. She acknowledges Richards’s mentoring gave her the courage 

to bypass roles that had the potential of enhancing her career yet undermine her spirit 

because the representation of African Americans lacked dignity. Shay credits 

Richards’s telling her “You can always say no,” with reminding her that she had other 

options.  

His words gave me the courage to say no. I mean they could have been 

career-changing roles. But I felt that the way that being Black was 

being used did not have dignity. And I struggled but I couldn't live with 

it [doing the role]. And I had the courage to say no. . . . And I don't 

regret those choices. 
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Theatre is Worthy of Your Efforts 

Working with Richard, as well as being mentored by him, had a pervasive 

effect on Shay’s choices and practices in the theatre. His mentorship gave her the 

fortitude to turn down roles that violated her integrity, and his work ethics instilled in 

her a standard of excellence that she aims for in all her work. “I don't even know how 

to tell you, to explain it to you. But it's like it [working with Richards] ruined us 

because it's very hard to work with people that don't have those ethics. Because Lloyd 

demanded excellence.” 

Richards’s integrity and commitment and the excellence of his own work was 

a testimony to the actors about the importance of the work they were doing. And 

because of his belief in the importance of that work, Richards demanded the best 

from his actors. “And that had to do with the discipline of not allowing B.S. on stage, 

the integrity of the work. It affected the level of the work that you sustained.” In the 

presence of his example the actors willingly committed to working towards a high 

level of integrity and excellence with the dedication of converts to a faith. “I just don't 

do anything less than. I do it at a level of excellence. And Ruben [Santiago-Hudson] 

and I were talking about this. It's just the level of excellence that you don't allow 

yourself to go below.”  

The extraordinary quality that this commitment to excellence brought to the 

work was not only recognized by those involved in the production, but also by others 

who saw or knew of their work.  

 I remember going to auditions, and people would apologize and say, 

"This isn't Seven Guitars. I'm sorry. This isn't Seven Guitars." Because 

we really--I mean the work we did was really fine. And that was true I 

think of every cast that he [worked with]. The work was really fine. 

Careers got made.  
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 Although Richards’s gentleness and patience are legendary, and his 

equanimity is well-documented, Shay recalled that he allowed his displeasure to be 

known when he felt that a cast did less than their best, and this resulted in either the 

play or the audience being short-changed.  

I remember once we did, before opening Seven Guitars, we were 

exhausted and did a show. And he did not like it. He didn't have any 

compassion for us being tired at all. He lit into us about how the 

audience didn't know any of those scenes and we owed it to them to 

give a really good show. 

Shay’s anecdote is the only incident I uncovered in my research where anyone 

mentioned Richards displaying anger. It suggests that while Richards’s patience 

seemed infinite when the actors were struggling for clarity in the effort to tell the 

story they had committed to telling, it disappeared when he felt that their lack of 

effort prevented an audience from experiencing the story the production had worked 

so hard to get true.211 

Richards’s Humanity and Grace  

Shay’s memories of Richards’s humanity are woven throughout her stories of 

him. She spoke of him as inspiring great humanity in the choices the actors made 

when creating character. She also shared stories of Richards’s loyalty and compassion 

in his interaction with others.  

Although Guitars’ development process lasted two years, there were times 

when there would be breaks between productions on tour. During breaks the 

production had no contractual financial obligation to the cast. Most professional 

actors’ insurance and unemployment are based on their earnings, and an erratic 
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 Ruben Santiago-Hudson indicated in his interview that Richards did not work to make 

Wilson’s play good, instead the work was to make it true. 
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touring schedule can create problems with the actors’ finances as they wait for the 

tour to resume. Shay shared Richards’s quiet effort to help when he realized actors 

needed assistance.  

 I know [Donovan212] would talk about Lloyd trying to keep him 

working when we were between theaters with Seven Guitars. Because . 

. . the touring schedule would be so erratic when we'd do the play, 

people would need jobs in between. And I know with [Donovan], Lloyd 

was privy to [Donovan] needing work. So he would try and get him 

work so that he would then be able to continue with the play. 

Richards’s help had been extended quietly, and Shay only knew of his efforts because 

“Donovan” shared the information. 

 Throughout the development of Guitars Shay had many opportunities to see 

Richards’s compassion and loyalty in action. During the play’s development the role 

of Hedley proved to be the most difficult one to cast for the production. Each regional 

production had a different actor in the role. Zakes Mokae was cast as Hedley in the 

Huntington Theatre Company’s production. Mokae had trouble remembering his lines 

and was not fully off book on opening night, so he performed carrying his script. 

Richards stood by Mokae until it became necessary to replace him in the role. Roger 

Robinson, a former student and protégé of Richards was brought in to play Hedley. 

Despite Richards’s confidence in Robinson’s ability to master the role, Wilson was 

not initially convinced and insisted that other actors be auditioned while Robinson 

was rehearsing and subsequently playing the role. 

It got ‘til it was clear to everyone that Roger was the best for it [the role 

of Hedley]. Because Roger had to go through other people being 

auditioned--Which I don't think was what Lloyd wanted. He was 

probably appeasing August. And Roger went through all of that until 
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August decided he was the right person for the job. But Lloyd had to 

hold that faith and trust.  

 Wilson’s insistence on auditioning actors for a role Robinson was doing well made it 

awkward for Robinson. Yet Richards seemed to have maneuvered within the confined 

space of waiting for the playwright to realize that the actor playing Hedley was the 

best person for the job and supporting an actor who through the actions of the 

playwright and the director appeasing him, was being told indirectly ‘you are not my 

vision and I’ll replace you when I find what I want.’ Yet under those difficult 

conditions Richards was able to support Robinson in a way that allowed him to do 

good work, work good enough that it ultimately brought Wilson around to seeing 

Robinson as Hedley. 

 Along with Richards’s loyalty and compassion, Shay found his grace 

impressive. Shay asserts that Richards would never show how deeply he had been 

hurt and always faced the obstacles that came his way with unfailing dignity. She 

recalled accompanying Richards to several award shows during the 1996 theatrical 

awards season when she, Ruben Santiago-Hudson, Viola Davis, and Roger Robinson, 

more than half the cast members of Guitars, were nominated for acting awards by the 

Tony, Drama Desk and Theatre World nominating committees, and Richards was 

nominated for the Tony and Drama Desk awards for his direction. Yet despite the 

multiple nominations associated with the production, Richards did not win the Tony 

for his work. The oversight is incomprehensible to Shay, who believes the fineness of 

the cast’s work, acknowledged by the number of acting nominations, was proof of the 

excellence of Richards’s own work.  

[W]e never did understand why he didn't actually get a Tony for his 

directing in Seven Guitars. He deserved that. He was nominated for a 
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bunch of things. But we would go around to the award ceremonies 

together, there were different ones, so he was nominated for different 

things. . . . He definitely deserved it. 'Cause people wouldn't realize that 

the brilliance of our performances, he directly influenced.  

To support her assertion that Richards deserved an award for his work on Guitars, 

Shay offered the recent Broadway production of Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, 

directed by Bartlett Sher, as a contrasting example. There were two acting 

nominations in that production. One actor, Roger Robinson, earned the 2009 Tony 

Award for best featured actor, and another, Chad L. Coleman, earned a Theatre 

World award, and Sher won the Tony for Best Director. “You see, that's [the small 

number of acting nominations], to me, a direct reflection on the director. If Lloyd had 

directed it, that would have been a whole lot more people nominated for Tonys out of 

the cast.” History supports Shay’s assertion. Five actors, equaling more than fifty 

percent of the adult cast, in Richards’s 1998 production of Joe Turner’s, were 

nominated for acting awards. 

Lessons Shay Learned from Richards That She Applies to 
her Practice 

During the two years she worked on Guitars Shay learned specific skills that 

she uses when she directs and teaches. Two examples are: telling the actors she 

directs the same thing Richards told the cast of Guitars as a means of keeping their 

work in the moment, “work to entertain each other”; and using Richards’s “You can 

only do that once. You can’t repeat it” in response to her actors’ outrageous choices. 

But the most significant effect that came from those two years was Shay’s total shift 

in her approach to her craft. She identifies the shift in two specific areas: her 

dedication to the text and the level of integrity she brings to her work. Having 
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worked on the development of a new play with Richards, Shay feels that she was 

“raised like [a child] to serve the writer. To mine the text as much as possible.” As 

an actor and director Shay now works to serve the text, and that is a complete shift 

from how she worked before. Also, the level of integrity she demands of herself 

when working is high and non-negotiable. 

For Shay, Richards’s teaching and philosophy live in her body. His way of 

working is the model she aspires to in her teaching practice. “I think he had a 

wonderful way of teaching without getting in people's way, without usurping your 

autonomy. And I think it takes mastery to know how to do that.” Before entering a 

classroom to teach, Shay calls on Richards’s spirit to help her find what she needs to 

say to her students to help them achieve their goals. Shay can be considered as 

embodying Richards’s teachings as an actor and director, and as serving as a conduit 

for passing his philosophy along to the next generation as a teacher. 

Shay is one of a band of actors whose practice has been transformed or 

enriched by the time they spent working with Richards. And their dedication to his 

approach to theatre compels them to share the word, as all disciples must, once they 

have learned the gospel. These actors work alone or together to share the lessons they 

learned from Richards so that Richards’s process will not be lost to the next 

generation. Shay spoke of inviting Stephen Henderson, another devotee of Richards, 

to the North Carolina School of the Arts while she was teaching there. Shay recounts 

the effect that Henderson’s sharing the gospel of Richards had on the students at 

NCSA. 

I wanted Stephen to speak to the students. He was being like Lloyd, in 

terms of trying to get them to trust the text and not do any crap! Like 
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just really really trust the text. And being able to pass on the legacy of 

August and Lloyd to a younger generation is a real challenge to figure 

out how to do it because they don't come to straight plays. All of the 

many students that were teethed and raised on August Wilson because 

of their parents making sure that they read him or saw him--the 

embodiment of that culture. Many of our kids are estranged from it. It's 

very challenging to do. Stephen spent maybe 20 minutes with them and 

left an indelible mark on them. 

Henderson, Shay, and many of the actors who had the experience of working with 

Richards, or Wilson, or Richards and Wilson, feel that Wilson’s plays are more than 

blueprints for theatrical productions. For many they are the century-long history of 

African-American struggle documented on stage, and they are gratified to have been 

a part of bringing those stories to life. 

 Shay counts Richards and Richards’s protégé, director Israel Hicks, as her two 

primary mentors in theatre. She credits both men with giving her freedom while 

taking her to the heights of performing. Both men have died, and so has August 

Wilson. For Shay the loss is great, and she acknowledges her good fortune to have 

known and worked with these two superlative artists who transformed her work.  

I don't know if every generation feels this way, but I feel fortunate to 

have lived in a time where I knew all of these people. To live in a time 

of August and Lloyd, together. Of Israel [Hicks], of Hal [Scott]. The 

sadness of losing them is profound. . . . . Profound sadness. Because 

they will not walk this way again. The package will not come in this 

form again. And they've influenced so many and literally created, or 

made the way, for generations to come.  

For Shay, the passing of Richards, whom she considers her theatrical father and 

mentor, was not only a personal loss, but also a blow to the creative community. That 

loss is magnified by her awareness that future generations of artists will never have 

the chance to be awakened to the mission and potential of theatre as she was while 

working on Seven Guitars. Shay’s belief in the importance of the work that was 
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accomplished by the creative ensemble working with the Richards-Wilson 

collaboration is such that she has made a commitment to making that process 

available to artists who are interested in achieving Richards’s level of excellence. To 

that end Shay is working with Phylicia Rashad and Stephen McKinley Henderson, 

actors who have worked with both or either member of the Richards-Wilson team, to 

document their approach to working on Wilson’s texts. The book’s working title is 

Acting August Wilson.  
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CHAPTER 10: ROGER ROBINSON  

“I call him the father of modern day Black theatre, because from him sprang a whole 

host of actors that are still working” 

 

 

18. Roger Robinson 
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Roger Robinson’s acting career spans six decades, so far. His New York 

theatre credits off-Broadway include Ira in the 1963 production of Walk in Darkness, 

2
nd

 Deacon in Who’s Got His Own, Priest in The Strong Breed, Member of Parliament 

in The Trials of Brother Jero, Ensemble in Do Lord Remember Me, Crooks in Of 

Mice and Men, and Joe in The Middle of Nowhere. Robinson made his Broadway 

debut as Conrad in Does a Tiger Weak a Necktie? and also played La Fleche in The 

Miser, Luke in Amen Corner, The Musical, Joe Mort in The Iceman Cometh, Hedley 

in Seven Guitars, for which he earned a Tony nomination, Eugene Dawn in Drowning 

Crow, and his 2009 Tony Award-winning role Bynum Walker in the revival of Joe 

Turner’s Come and Gone. Robinson’s television credits begin in 1973 with Abby 

Mann’s acclaimed movie The Marcus Nelson Murders. Mr. Robinson explained that 

the aforementioned movie was the basis for the Kojak television series, on with he 

played the recurring role of Gil Weavers. He also appeared on Ironside, Baretta, the 

mini-series King, Quincy, The Jeffersons, A Man Called Hawk, Law and Order, The 

Cosby Show, Homicide: Life on the Street, and Kate Brasher. Robinson has an 

extensive list of theatrical film credits, most notably Brother to Brother, which 

received the Grand Jury prize at the 2005 Sundance Film Festival and earned him an 

Independent Spirit Award best supporting actor nomination and the OutFest award 

for best actor in 2005.  

Robinson rarely teaches; instead, he prefers people to come watch him work. 

Robinson explains, “My W-2 says actor. And it has for 40-some years. Actors get 

paid, and they have a pension and welfare. So I'm very proud of that fact that I've had 

a career, working at my profession.” 
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 During my interview with Stephen Henderson he suggested that I speak with 

Roger Robinson and provided Robinson’s contact information. Both men performed 

in the 2001 Olivier-winning production of Jitney. I spoke with Robinson December 4, 

2011. What follows is a narrative constructed from the information Robinson shared 

in that interview.  

*** 

While studying at the U. S. Naval School of Music in 1961, Robinson 

accepted tickets from the United Service Organization (USO) and attended a 

performance of the national tour of A Raisin in the Sun. The production was a 

revelation to Robinson. It was the first time he had seen so many black people on 

stage. After the show he was lucky: the doorman took the unusual step of letting him 

backstage. That evening he met Diana Sands, who was touring as Beneatha, the role 

she originated in the Broadway production.  

Sands’s dressing room was packed with admirers. After she had spoken to her 

guests, she turned to Robinson and declared, “You want to be an actor, don’t you? 

The man you have to study with is the director of this show, Lloyd Richards.” Sands 

offered him her number and suggested he call her if he ever got to New York.  

On graduating from the Navy School of Music, Robinson was posted to New 

York. He followed Sands’s suggestions, got in touch with Richards and arranged to 

meet him. Robinson interviewed with Richards in 1963, and was given a place among 

the limited number of students Richards accepted in his class. Robinson started 

studying with Richards in 1964.  
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ANALYSIS 

Robinson studied at Richards’s studio on 29
th
 Street between Seventh and 

Eighth Avenues for two years. He credits Richards with being his artistic father. The 

factors Robinson cites as having an impact on his relationship with Richards are 

recognized as themes in this case study. They include learning from Richards, 

Richards as director and mentor, the estrangement, working on Seven Guitars, Wilson 

and Richards, and Richards’s legacy.  

Richards was not Robinson’s first acting teacher but he was the one that suited 

him best. Robinson was dissatisfied with his previous acting teachers, who were 

white. He came to realize that the difficulties came from those teachers’ lack of 

understanding of him and his cultural context. Diana Sands’s reasons for suggesting 

Richards as a teacher made sense to Robinson. "You gotta go to Lloyd. I told you to 

go to Lloyd," she said. "First of all, he's made the journey that you are making. And 

he makes sense! He's a black man!" Robinson found communication with Richards to 

be much easier than it had been with his former teachers. With Richards it was not 

necessary to explain or give voice to everything. Their common background as 

African-Americans allowed Richards to understand Robinson’s communication 

shortcuts. 

 Learning from Richards 

Robinson found Richards to be tremendously helpful as a teacher. Unlike the 

university programs for which Richards would later teach, his studio classes included 

only professional actors. Richards would either suggest monologues for the actors, or 

pair actors and suggest two-person scenes. Robinson remembers beginning his work 
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in Richards’s class with Richard II and spending a good deal of time on the 

monologue. “He would get you to relate to it in terms [of the character’s humanity]. 

He would get you to stop acting by just relating [to the character].”  

Richards also used several exercises during classes, including sight technique 

exercises, sense and emotional memory as well as feature memory exercises.213 

Henderson described the feature memory exercises thusly:  

You would look at a person and find out something you liked off that 

person. This was a very good exercise because sometimes, as you sit, 

you work with actresses or actors you don't like. . . and you had to like 

them. It was how do you overcome that? So he had this exercise you 

did where you found something about a person, something about their 

features that you like or dislike, either way. If the reverse happened 

also. If you liked someone and had to dislike them.  

Richards’s class provided a solid foundation in acting technique, and he had a 

clear understanding of how he could and could not help his acting students. Believing 

stardom was in God’s hands, Richards made no claims of being able to help actors 

become stars. He believed that he could help people become actors, if they had the 

talents and drive, but if they lacked either he could do little.  

Along with scene-study Richards also offered his actors professional advice 

about the business of theatre. He discussed the climate in rehearsal halls and 

professional working conditions that came from his experience working in the 

business. One piece of advice Robinson learned in Richards’s studio that became his 

lifelong mantra was, “Let nothing get between you and the work." Robinson found 

the advice to be particularly useful when he had to contend with problematic working 
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 Robinson describes feature memory exercise as memorizing facets of a person's looks or 

personality that you could either use negatively or positively in creating a relationship on stage. This is 

the same or similar to the exercise that Santiago-Hudson worked on with Stephen Henderson. 
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conditions and difficult people. Richards also prepared his actors for working around 

the foibles they might find in different directors.  

He said every director was not going to be the perfect director. And I've 

certainly found that to be true, those kinds of things that he talked 

[about] and made us aware of. You had to find out from a director what 

the director really meant through whatever, however, whatever form it 

took. Some, he said, were going to be articulated, which I've certainly 

found to be true, and some were not. And you had to be able to 

decipher and get what you could from them—what they wanted from 

what they were indicating a lot of times, without it being actually 

articulated.  

Robinson sometimes found it difficult to live the mantra, “Let nothing come 

between you and the work.” For Robinson, remaining sensitive and vulnerable are 

crucial factors in an actor’s work. Yet that necessary vulnerability made it hard to 

cope with people and situations that he found overwhelming. However, in those 

situations the edict, “Let nothing come between you and the work,” served as an 

anchor. “I remember that whenever I'm in a situation where I want to react or have a 

reaction that would get in the way of my realizing a role. I always go back to that.” 

The mantra proved to be the fundamental lesson he learned from Richards. It was 

vital to Robinson’s career and so illustrative of his relationship to Richards that he 

shared it at Richards’s memorial celebration and offered an example of the mantra in 

action.  

Richards as Director and Mentor 

Robinson believes that all good directors encompass an element of teaching in 

their work, and actors leave the experience of working with them with more insight 

and more knowledge about acting than when they began. Robinson counted Richards 

as being among the best directors.  
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Richards was an active mentor early in Robinson’s career. In addition to 

directing Robinson in his first Equity role in the 1966 production of Ron Milner’s 

Who’s Got His Own, Richards paid special attention to Robinson’s early career. 

Whenever possible, Richards hired or recommended Robinson for projects, inviting 

Robinson to work at the O’Neill Playwrights Conference consistently from 1968 

through 1972.214 Beyond the opportunity to work at his craft, the contacts Robinson 

made with directors, playwrights, critics, and other theatre professionals at the 

O’Neill were extremely helpful to his career. Happy to see his success, Richards 

attended all of Robinson’s early productions, traveling to Brooklyn or other boroughs 

to see his work off-Broadway or off-off-Broadway. Richards would offer feedback to 

Robinson if Robinson was having difficulties with his work.  

In 1969 Robinson was cast as La Flèche in a Lincoln Center production of The 

Miser, and he was having a difficult time relating to the role. Richards attended the 

performance and offered his response:  

Lloyd said, "Roger, they won't let you be black!" He came backstage 

and he said, "They just refuse to let you be black." He said, "You have 

to find your way back into who you are now.” 

Richards’s insight pointed Robinson to the root of his problem. He had been 

working to fulfill his idea of a French conception of the role, and as a result he had 

not been able to relate to it. Richards’s observation allowed Robinson to re-examine 

his choices, and subsequently the character became more connected to Robinson’s 

reality. “When he said that, I began to relate and it became more alive for me and 

more real.”  
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 Robinson in not clear on the year he last worked at the O’Neill Playwrights Conference. 

He believes it is either 1972 or 1973.  
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The Estrangement 

Despite their auspicious beginning, in 1976 Richards and Robinson became 

estranged. Robinson would not divulge the reason behind the estrangement in our 

interview but corrected me when I characterized the break as a bump in their 

relationship. “That’s Slash and Burn. Bump what are you talking about? Bump?! It 

was slash and burn. Oh my God, I was wounded. He jests at scars that never felt a 

wound.” Although there was humor in Robinson’s correction, he made clear that the 

wound had been deep. Yet, instead of providing specifics Robinson directed me to 

view the video of Richards’s memorial celebration where he talked about the reasons 

behind the rift in their relationship. Unfortunately I was unable to locate the video of 

the memorial service so the source of the estrangement remains a mystery. Even 

without knowing the core cause, I could see clearly that the fissure had a significant 

effect on Robinson’s and Richards’s relationship.  

In keeping with his mantra “let nothing get between you and the work,” 

Robinson continued to audition for Richards when invited by the casting director, 

despite being convinced that Richards would not cast him.  

That was not unusual with Lloyd, [to have me audition for Seven 

Guitars] because he had me come in and audition on other occasions. I 

said to some people [chuckling] I said--I auditioned for Piano, not 

Piano Lesson. . . . I auditioned for. . . Two Trains Running, and I never 

was able to catch either train.  

In 1994 Robinson was going through a personal crisis and had been 

hospitalized. When the opportunity to audition for Seven Guitars came, he checked 

himself out of the hospital to attend the audition and checked himself back in when 
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the audition was over.215 Despite the condition of his health, Robinson believed he 

gave a good audition.  

You must understand that I know that I'm a good actor. I mean all 

actors who are good, know that they are good. . . . I had, at that point, 

30-some years of doing it. I knew that my work was solid. And I 

understood, when I went to audition for Hedley, I understood him like 

no one else, and I knew that. I knew that I understood that man in a way 

that no one else could possibly understand him. And that was reflected 

in the audition. They were quite moved. You can tell from people. 

Lloyd didn't know what to say.  

After his audition Richards stopped Robinson, and they spoke. Despite being 

aware of Robinson’s condition, Richards had given him the opportunity to audition. 

Richards had been having his own health issues that ultimately culminated in his 

heart surgery and prevented him from directing the Chicago production of Guitars. 

Robinson intimated that his hospitalization and Richards’s health issues gave the men 

a shared vulnerability that made their connection on that day possible.   

Richards’s note on Robinson’s November 30
th
 audition sheet reads, “on track 

to restoration, Hedley—brings much to the part, he has been lost.” It has the notation 

“P+” which always accompanies the audition note of all the actors with a “CB” 

callback notation. Robinson’s audition note lacked the “CB” notation.216 Despite 

Robinson’s belief that he had given a good audition, and Richards’s notes that 

correlate with his impression, he was not called back for Hedley. 
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 Robinson did not say why he was in the hospital, and I did not ask because I did not feel 

his not telling me was an oversight.  

216
 Lloyd Richards Papers, YCAL MSS Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript.  
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Seven Guitars 

Reconciliation 

The night of Seven Guitars’s San Francisco opening August Wilson fired 

Zakes Mokae, the actor who had been playing Hedley, and the understudy for Hedley 

took over the role for the interim. Mokae had had problems learning his lines, and on 

opening night he had carried his script. In late September of 1995 Robinson was 

stunned to receive a telephone call from Richards inviting him to his house. Being 

invited to Richards’s house was significant. Before their 1976 estrangement, 

Robinson had been a frequent guest. It was the first time in almost twenty years that 

he had been invited there.  

Richards told Robinson of the situation in San Francisco around Mokae’s 

firing and offered to have him join the company in San Francisco to rehearse and 

eventually perform the role of Hedley. Robinson accepted the offer. 

It was intense. They had set up a rehearsal thing and with the 

understudies. And they gave me somebody to learn lines, and I drilled 

and drilled. And then they informed me that I would go on at the last 

performances of the last week in San Francisco. Which I did. 

Robinson’s eventual hiring for Guitars confirmed his belief about the likelihood of 

him being hired by Richards during the period of their estrangement. 

I knew he wasn't going to hire me. He didn't. He didn't until it was 

absolutely necessary, when they had to turn to me and come to me. 

Because I was the only one that fit that particular role. They needed me. 

And that's when he--but that's when it should have happened. Because 

it was about the work. 

Robinson believed that work was the correct medium for his reconciliation with 

Richards. “We were able to heal through that process, heal the estrangement and 

become close again. And talk about it [the estrangement] later.” 
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Despite Robinson’s reconciliation with Richards, the dynamics in San 

Francisco were problematic. Wilson was not convinced that Robinson was the right 

actor for the role. Unbeknownst to Robinson the production continued auditioning 

actors for the role of Hedley as he studied his lines and rehearsed with the 

understudies in San Francisco. Even after Robinson had gone on in the role, and the 

production had moved to Los Angeles, Wilson continued auditioning actors to play 

Hedley. By that time Robinson was aware of the auditions for Hedley’s replacement.  

[W]e came to Los Angeles and they were still auditioning people for a 

couple of days. And then Lloyd came to me and said, "I think it's futile. 

. . . I told August and August agreed with me. It's futile to continue to 

look when you're perfect in the role.” 

Richards’s relationship with Wilson was significantly different from what it 

had been during the development of the five earlier Wilson plays. As mentioned 

previously, Wilson and Benjamin Mordecai, the former producer of Yale Repertory 

Theatre, had formed the partnership Sageworks devoted to supporting Wilson’s work. 

In early talks Richards was to be one of the founding partners, but for reasons 

unknown, the final configuration of the partnership did not include Richards. 

Although Robinson had Richards’s support during this period, Richards was on the 

project as a director for hire and did not have the authority to stop Wilson’s search for 

a better Hedley. Once Wilson accepted the fact that Robinson’s Hedley was the best 

Hedley they would get, Richards prepared Robinson for Wilson’s visit. 

“August is going to come to you at some point." So [laughs] you must 

understand, Lloyd was--he was--I don't know if you ever met him, but 

he was such—the civility and class of the man was something. . . . I 

went to my dressing room. And a knock came on the door and it was 

August. And he came in, and he took off his hat. Then he said, "I want 

to tell you that we're very pleased. I want you to do the role and go on 

with it." He said, "It's wonderful when an actor, [takes] what you write 

and the actor brings it, and then brings you even more." So he said, 
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"We've been looking for people, " but he said, "it was unnecessary 

because you were there all the time. And blada-blada-blah. I want you 

to go to Broadway. I want you to just know that we are in your corner 

and blah blah blah blah blah."  

After Wilson left, Robinson walked out and found Richards waiting in the 

corridor. “Lloyd looked at me. And he said, ‘Were you gracious?” I said, ‘Yes, Lloyd. 

I believe I was.’ He said, ‘Good.’ And he went on his way!” 

Richards’s maneuvering between his newly reconciled former protégé, 

Robinson, and his former protégé asserting his independence, Wilson, demonstrates 

why he is often described as gracious and a gentleman. In Robinson’s telling of the 

story, Richards seems almost willing (not that he had the power to do differently) to 

let Wilson expend all the energy he needed to before acknowledging what Richards 

knew would be the right outcome because Robinson was the best actor for the role. 

Also, there is a sense that Robinson knew he had Richards’s support, regardless of 

what Wilson was doing. Although we do not have access to the Richards-Wilson part 

of negotiations regarding casting Robinson, is it interesting that even though Wilson’s 

actions could be seen as a public declaration of his lack of faith in Robinson, after 

Robinson had ‘won,’ Richards called on Robinson’s more generous self. The fact that 

Richards prepared Robinson for Wilson’s “apology” suggests to me that he had 

impressed on Wilson that something had to be said in acknowledgement of what had 

gone on in order for the members of the Guitars company to work together 

harmoniously. 

Guitars was the first play Richards had directed in a long time where he was 

not at the pinnacle of the administrative hierarchy, and had to answer to others. 

Although it is true that in the professional theatre the playwright always has the right 



 

 

253 

of refusal and can withdraw a play from production, the circumstances here were 

different. As a director for hire Richards now had to answer to the producer, 

Sageworks. Therefore, one assumes, he did not have the authority to protect the actors 

as he might have had in the past. Yet despite that, Richards was able to make 

Robinson feel supported. 

Joining an Established Ensemble 

The published copy of Seven Guitars denotes a change in the actor playing 

Floyd Barton from the Goodman production directed by Walter Dallas (Jerome 

Preston Bates) to Keith David for all subsequent productions of Guitars directed by 

Richards. Except for the Bates/David change the actors played the roles they were 

cast in for the entire development process, except for the actor playing Hedley. There 

are three actors listed for the three production noted in the published script, Albert 

Hall at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago; Zakes Mokae at the Huntington Theatre 

Company in Boston, and Roger Robinson at the Walter Kerr Theatre in New York, 

suggesting difficulties in finding an actor to satisfactorily embody Hedley during the 

development process.217 On being cast Robinson joined six cast members who had 

bonded, having worked together since the initial Chicago production. Robinson 

described being inserted into the cast as “intense.” The cast members’ loyalty to 

Mokae made them reluctant to discuss the issues that had led to his firing. Yet that 

loyalty could not erase the fact that working with an actor who was having serious 

issues memorizing his lines posed a challenge to the production. Also the actors were 

aware of management’s displaying their lack of faith in Robinson by continuing to 
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audition a role that had been cast. Michele Shay interpreted the awkwardness of that 

period during the development as Richards taking a stand for Robinson, and Wilson 

remaining unconvinced of Robinson’s fit with the role. Shay believed the 

continuation of auditions was not what Richards wanted and assumed they went on to 

appease Wilson.  

Despite their attachment to Mokae, the cast welcomed Robinson into the 

company. Before he joined the production the role of Hedley had not been fully 

realized. For the production to work the character of Hedley had to pull its weight. 

The role had not fulfilled its responsibility to the story in a way that allowed the story 

to be balanced properly.  

Surprisingly, later in their relationship Wilson explained his initital resistance 

to Robinson in terms of his strength. "Well, I felt that I didn't want you to unbalance 

the play. You were so strong, and I wanted it to blend in, and blah blah blah." 

Robinson had a different perspective on Wilson’s resistance.  

August came up through community theater, and I think his start was 

there. And I think he always was a little wary of theatre professionals. . 

. . I mean in terms of actors also. He was not always generous with 

actors who [came through the professional theatre] . . . he hadn't come 

up through in the profession, like myself. I had found that to be true. I 

think that was a basis of our kind of antagonism. 

August Wilson 

Robinson acknowledges his forty years in the professional theatre sometimes 

put him at loggerheads with Wilson. He attributes their dynamics to Wilson’s “not 

liking people with more professional theatre experience telling him things or knowing 

more than he did.” He attributes these quirks to Wilson being a playwright. “I think 

all playwrights are strange. I’ve not met one who wasn’t a little cuckoo.”  
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Robinson was also sensitive to the effect that the creation of the Sageworks 

partnership had on the production dynamics.  

[Richards] had brought Mordecai in from Indiana and made him a 

Broadway producer because he introduced him to all his contacts, but 

August had formed Sageworks with Ben [Mordecai] and did not 

include Lloyd in that. . . .They left Lloyd out of that equation. 

Robinson’s sensitivity might have been the result of his previous estrangement 

from Richards, or because he was less bonded to Wilson than the other cast members 

who had been involved in the play development process from the beginning. Or 

perhaps because Wilson’s initial response to him had been less than welcoming. 

Robinson attributes his awareness to the tension to his long relationship with 

Richards.  

No one else in the company knew or had the kind of long-term history 

that Lloyd Richards that I had. NO ONE! I knew intimate details of 

Lloyd's life and he confided in me often, especially after our 

reconciliation and this confiding continued until his death.218 

Whatever the reason, Robinson was the only one of the Guitars actors interviewed for 

this study who touched on the subject. Robinson compared the Wilson-Richards 

reconfiguration to other classic playwright-director collaborations. “At the beginning, 

Edward Albee had Alan Schneider. And Tennessee Williams had Elia Kazan. And 

then there was an estrangement. There's always a pulling away from the person that 

helps you in the beginning.”  

Robinson believes the work Wilson did with Richards resulted in the greatest 

plays in the Pittsburgh Cycle. He credits Richards’s contribution as a dramaturg in 

helping to shape Wilson’s first six plays: Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, Fences, The 

                                                
218

 Roger Robinson, e-mail to author, May 15, 2013.  



 

 

256 

Piano Lesson, Two Trains Running, and Seven Guitars. Robinson also credits that 

contribution as being the cause behind the break.  

Lloyd was a great dramaturg . . . He helped shape those plays. . . . But it 

also was the cause of the estrangement [between him] and August. 

Because August, his ego said that he didn't want to be--he wanted to 

stand on his own. And that is kind of common with playwrights. 

Robinson believes Wilson’s strength as a writer lies in his facility with 

language born of his identity as a poet. As a playwright he benefits from collaborating 

with a good dramaturg who can help with the mechanics and structure of his plays.  

Despite his rocky start with Wilson, both men reached a rapprochement. 

Wilson would often discuss King Hedley II with Robinson while he was writing on it, 

and Robinson was in the Olivier-winning 2001 London production of Jitney.  

Legacy-Black Theatre 

Robinson considers Richards the father of Modern Black theatre. When he 

reflects on the African-American theatre practitioners whose careers Richards has 

touched the numbers are impressive. There were the students who studied alongside 

Robinson: Diana Sands, Barbara Alston, Charles Turner, Norma Darden, Leu 

Camacho, Billy Allen, Marilyn Coleman (Robinson’s former wife), Sherman 

Hemsley, and Delores Gaskins, as well as those who came before and after.  

A lot have come through Lloyd. I mean it's amazing. I call him the 

father of modern day Black theatre, because from him sprang a whole 

host of actors that are still working. I'm talking about everybody from 

James Earl Jones to Lou Gossett to Cicely Tyson to myself to Mary 

Alice. On and on and on and on and on. He begat many children. 

Robinson avers that no other African-American practitioner had reached the 

level of influence that Richards did in his career, and it is also amazing to Robinson 

that Richards earned that influence honestly.  
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Oh. God, yes! I mean my God, did he earn it! [laugh] Lloyd was a very 

powerful man. And he helped many many people on all sides and 

colors. He was quite something. It was a blessing for me to have lived 

during his time and known him and worked with him.  

Robinson admits that when he spoke at Richards’s memorial he adjusted his 

quote regarding Richards’s position in theatre.  

I did not put black theatre there. I said theatre . . . he was the father of 

black theatre. But I didn't feel it was appropriate to say that in—1500 

people, most of whom were white, at his memorial. . . . I said, theatre 

[at the Memorial] I wanted it to be inclusive. Lloyd would have wanted 

me to be inclusive. 
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CHAPTER 11: CONCLUSION  

Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have 

become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. . . . Love suffers long and is kind; love 

does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; does not behave rudely, 
does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but 

rejoices in the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 

things. Love never fails.             I Corinthians 13: 1, 4-8 

FINDINGS  

Lloyd Richards was one of the most influential African-American theatre 

professionals in the United States in the twentieth century. Although his influence on 

the careers of playwrights has long been recognized, his contribution to the careers of 

actors and actor training has not been examined in a systematic way. This study was 

undertaken to understand Richards’s impact on the careers of actors from their 

perspectives. It sought to identify the factors in the actors’ interaction with Richards 

that in some way shaped their ideas about the practice and profession of acting. 

Additionally, this study used interviews given by Richards to identify his 

understanding of his practice when working with actors to compare how these actors’ 

experiences related to Richards’s intentions.  

The seven participants in this study met Richards at different times in their 

theatre training or theatre careers. Henderson, Van Lieu, Irby, Coleman, and 

Robinson first met Richards in the context of training, even though for this study 

Coleman and Robinson were not categorized in that context. Within the context of 

training there were different situational contexts. Robinson trained with Richards in 

the early sixties at Richards’s studio for professional actors. Van Lieu and Irby 

studied with Richards in the late sixties and early seventies in a degree-granting, 
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graduate, conservatory program, Tisch School of the Arts. While not actually 

studying with him, Coleman also worked with Richards while in a graduate 

conservatory program, Yale School of Drama, in the 1990s. Henderson’s time 

training with Richards compares most closely with that of Robinson. Henderson 

trained with Richards at The Actors Center, another studio for acting professionals. 

However, he was an established actor when he began training, while Robinson was at 

the beginning of his career when he first worked with Richards.  

 The participants whose engagement with Richards is examined primarily 

through the context of working on a production also bring their specific histories into 

their interactions. Coleman’s work with Richards came early in her career and 

relatively soon after her previous association with Richards. Although Shay had 

worked frequently with Richards early in her career, there had been an extended 

period of time between their last project working together and Seven Guitars. 

Robinson was reconciled with Richards personally and professionally after an almost 

twenty-year break. Santiago-Hudson entered the development process of Seven 

Guitars with an established career and no previous professional or personal 

connection to Richards.  

Despite these very different contexts and personal specifics, all seven 

participants frame their interactions with Richards as positive and transforming. The 

actors universally identify two factors that contributed to Richards’s success in 

educating and empowering actors: What Richards did and who Richards was.  
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What Richards Did 

Accepting Roger Robinson’s assertion that all good directors encompass 

teaching in their practice, I will consider the findings related to Richards’s pedagogy 

in the classroom and his practice in the rehearsal hall together. When the participants’ 

experiences engaging with Richards’s practice and pedagogy are compared across 

case studies the themes that are identified with Richards’s effectiveness as a teacher 

are: Stanislavski as foundation, serving the text, service to text leading to ‘justified 

reality,’ safe learning/working environment, theatre as a form of service, nurturing 

self-reliance in actors, and inclusivity. 

Stanislavski as Foundation 

Richards declared himself a “Stanislavski man,” and the reports of 

participants indicate that throughout his teaching career Stanislavskian principles 

were at the forefront of his pedagogy. Irby, who studied with Richards in the early 

seventies, referred to the standard Stanislavskian questions in his interview: “He 

began to grill me about those standard questions, ‘Who am I? Where am I coming 

from? What am I doing? What are my objectives?’" Henderson, who trained in 2001, 

saw Stanislavski-based questions as the foundation of Richards’s pedagogy. 

However, teaching Stanislavskian principles does not fully explain Richards’s 

success. As both Van Lieu and Irby reported, there were other teachers teaching 

Stanislavski’s principles asking the same questions as Richards, but Richards’s 

approach was informed by his innate gentleness and proved to be particularly 

effective, especially from Van Lieu’s point of view. 
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Serving the Text  

Richards taught a text-based approach to creating a role. Almost all 

respondents mentioned the centrality of the text to Richards’s teaching and practice. 

From Richards’s perspective all answers to the actor’s questions on character were in 

the text. As Coleman explained, working with Richards meant accepting that their 

function was to serve the text. Shay identified Richards as “a text man.” Santiago-

Hudson explained that, “[Richards] didn't work from the actors. He worked from the 

script.” Given that all the actors interviewed for this study associated with a 

professional context were working on a new play in the process of development, it is 

natural that the text should be central. Yet the participants who were not involved in 

new play development also echoed the supremacy of text to Richards’s practice and 

pedagogy. 

Van Lieu reiterated Santiago-Hudson’s observation that Richards did not 

work from the actor but worked from the script. He explained that Richards’s 

responses to the scenes performed in class were in the form of questions designed to 

send students back to their script for answers. Henderson reported that the primacy of 

the text was still the practice more than thirty years later in Richards’s classroom at 

The Actors Center. Not only Richards’s response, but also the responses of students 

giving feedback to their peers had to be in the form of questions that sent the actor 

back to the script for his or her answer. 

Serving the Text Begets Justified Reality  

Henderson, whose identity as an educator informed his training with Richards, 

came away from that experience wedded to the mantra “justified reality,” meaning 
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whatever is played on stage must be supported by the text. Therefore, as Henderson 

explained, all things are done “in pursuit of a truth in the text.” Exercises are meant to 

“help inform this moment in the story, in the play. It was always about serving the 

text.” Uniform acceptance of the centrality of text by the participants in this study 

resonates like a strongly held faith system. At times it brings to mind Kunta Kinte’s 

birth in the opening scene of Roots when the newborn is brought outside and held up 

high and told, “behold the only thing greater than yourself.” Only now I imagine 

Richards standing, holding a script aloft and intoning in a James Earl Jones baritone, 

“behold the only thing greater than all of our egos,” before signaling the cast to open 

the scripts laid before them, then sitting as the first stage direction is read.  

While nothing in my research suggests that Richards conducted arcane rituals 

to commemorate the importance of the text, his process that made the script the 

foundation for all work had multiple benefits. One benefit of his approach was that it 

gave everyone a unifying goal. Individual actors were not working to bring their best 

“shine” for individual rewards; instead they were all working to make sure the story 

that they had all signed on to tell was being told in the best way possible. Therefore, 

instead of competition between individual actors working on their specific parts, the 

cast became an ensemble working on a play.  

This lack of competition and the ensemble ethic created by focusing on the 

goal of telling the story in the text also helped foster the creation of a safe learning 

environment. 
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Safe Learning/Working Environment 

Creating a safe working environment where risks could be taken and failure 

would not be judged was another factor that contributed to Richards’s success as 

teacher and director. Van Lieu mentioned that Richards was not someone who used 

his status or brought fear into the classroom. Therefore Richards’s classroom felt safe 

compared to other classrooms teaching the same principles of acting in the programs. 

Although Irby did not find Peter Kass’s approach to teaching Stanislavski off-putting, 

he reported that when Kass posed the Stanislavski questions to students, it was if he 

were conducting an antagonistic interrogation, whereas Richards’s questioning felt 

like a conversation.  

The same sense of safety seemed to have permeated Richards’s rehearsal 

halls. Santiago-Hudson called Richards the consummate leader who made him feel 

safe enough to take risks, because he knew Richards would always be there to break 

his fall should he stumble. Shay did not use the term “safe” regarding working with 

Richards, but she offered two examples she was aware of where Richards worked 

behind the scene helping actors in the cast. For Shay, being aware of the efforts 

Richards willingly exerted on behalf of others made concrete the belief that when he 

was in your corner, he would do what he could to keep you safe. 

Theatre as a Form of Service 

Another recurring theme regarding Richards’s practice that emerged from 

interviews with the participants was the belief that theatre is a noble profession that 

must be practiced with integrity. Richards thought the actor’s lot is one of 



 

 

264 

responsibility and service. The actor has a responsibility to the text—which is 

discussed above—the community he or she serves, and himself or herself as an artist.  

Although this study has concentrated on representing the African-American 

community on stage, that focus was a consequence of the participants working on 

Seven Guitars, a play that documents the African-American experience. Richards 

believed that actors had a responsibility for ethical representation that embraced the 

whole human community. 

[Richards] would couple with this [a] sense of responsibility he felt you 

had as an actor to get to the truth of this character, not to the truth of 

yourself [into your performance]. Although he would encourage you to 

use yourself, to call upon your experience, your sense of empathy with 

other human beings. It was about this life that you had been entrusted 

with. And the responsibility you had to create that life truthfully, 

honestly, without vanity, with clarity, with great care, because 

otherwise this character would not be known on the stage. 

The above quote from Van Lieu refers to Richards’s pedagogy in the classroom, and 

is echoed in Coleman’s explanation of what she learned working with Richards in the 

professional theatre.  

The dignity that he [Richards] demanded, not even demanded, that just 

was, that he elicited in the work. As who you were, even if Ruby didn’t 

go to school, that is not a judgment on this woman. And wanting to be 

true in that for that lady who spent her [the Philadelphia housekeeper’s] 

money was hugely [influential in] my life. . . .With all the nonsense that 

goes on around theatre I have this image of this person who needs to 

see themselves. That need to recognize themselves. And that motivates 

me to come out on stage again, to come out fresh. You know how you 

get bored in a long run, or you get lazy? I think about it all the time. 

You feel unappreciated by the theatre company you are working with, 

you don’t like your co-stars, there are so many reasons that make you 

want to phone it in or whatever. And that image of that person that I 

have got, that is paved in mind, that I have to do that for is a huge part 

of my consciousness. . . . [The artist’s work is to] hold the mirror up to 

nature so they can see themselves. That validates them. That says I was 

here. “Boy Willie was here!” That’s what that says. And you are 

defined by that. You are acknowledged. I think that is our job. Our 

sacred duty as artists. To let people know that they were here. 
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Nurturing Self-reliance and Independence in Actors  

Richards’s pedagogy and practice worked to create and support self-reliance 

artists, thereby preparing them for their third responsibility219—their responsibility to 

themselves as artists. The training to be responsible to yourself and your art began 

with the question, “What were you working on and how did it go?” That question 

required that the actors think critically about their own work, evaluate its 

effectiveness and work towards improving it. Richards trained actors to create their 

own standards for their art and set their own goals as artists. As Henderson explained, 

“He didn't want you to be just up there, working to get someone else's sanction. And 

he wanted you to become an artist in your own right, to be able to assess [your 

work].”  

Richards’s Socratic approach to teaching, never providing answers but 

offering questions that will lead actors to the answer is seen by Van Lieu as a way of 

directing the actors along the road to self-reliance and independence.  

So he [in feedback] was teaching you what questions you should be 

asking yourself, which is the process of extending the work. So again I 

would say it was another lesson in both self-responsibility for the actor, 

but also it’s a way how actors could learn to take care of themselves by 

being smart about what to look for in the text. What questions to ask 

yourself about the character. How to keep the scene alive, not let it get 

stale because there is always more and more and more questions you 

could be asking.  

Socratic questioning was not only used in the class but was also a part of 

Richards’s professional practice in rehearsals. Richards would not provide answers 

even when, as Coleman explains, “you wish he would tell you what to do, but he 
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won’t.” Santiago-Hudson believes Richards’s practice of allowing actors to struggle 

through until they find the answer gives actors ownership of their work.  

You [get] to feel responsible for your--more than competency, for your-

-and brilliance is the wrong word--but for your success, for your 

achievement, for your accomplishment. The applause that you got, you 

felt that you did it. 

 Inclusivity—Everyone is Welcome. Nothing is Beyond You 

Another aspect that made Richards valuable to his students was his practice of 

welcoming all to the table and giving them permission to partake in any dish that 

suited their fancy. For Van Lieu, studying with Richards shifted his perception of 

what was possible and what was permissible in theatre. Previous to his time at NYU, 

his environment had been homogeneous, Mid-western, middle-class, and white. 

Relocating to the multi-racial, multi-ethnic space that was New York City and Tisch 

School of the Arts, Van Lieu found in Richards a role model who worked on the level 

of human potential, instead of being curtailed by the limitations of race or ethnicity, 

and he helped Van Lieu recognize previously unimagined possibilities of who could 

be invited to sit at the table.  

And Lloyd made the room about everybody. The message was 

everybody belongs in this room. Everybody belongs in this room and 

everybody can work with everybody. And you can learn to create 

worlds that don’t exist yet in theatre literature, and opportunities that 

don’t exist yet in theatre literature, where there [are] not such culturally 

distinct and segregated worlds.  

Through his interaction with Richards, Van Lieu became a part of a generation of 

artists who did not have to be limited by what was, but through their imagination, and 

inspired casting, could begin to represent the world as it could be.  

During his time at Julliard, Henderson was viewed through a narrow and 

restricted lens regarding his suitability for the classics. The experience left him 
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feeling that they were beyond his reach and that he was blocked from the table. Over 

time he came to accept the evaluation that he was not right for Shakespeare. When he 

began studying at The Actors Center, Richards was unwilling to let that artificial 

limitation stand. "I don't care whether you do the classics, but I don't want you to feel 

that it is something that's either beyond you or that you shouldn't be a part of that. I 

just don't want you to be a victim. I'd rather you have a victory here." Together they 

worked to put Henderson’s victory in reach. 

Santiago-Hudson’s lesson that allowed him to claim his place at the table, like 

Van Lieu’s, was the result of Richards’s example and not his intervention. While 

Henderson was sent the message that his cultural background had put Shakespeare 

out of his reach, Santiago-Hudson was told that the stories he valued about people he 

knew from his childhood in Lackawanna, New York were not worthy of bringing 

before an audience. Participating in an endeavor that was dedicated to bringing stories 

of people with backgrounds similar to those he knew in childhood proved to him that 

the earlier judgments were wrong and motivated him to bring Lackawanna Blues to 

an audience.  

Consistency of Practice Over Time 

Another attribute of Richards’s practice this study examined through the use 

of cross case analysis is how his approach to directing or actor training might have 

changed over time. The reports of participants whose time in the classroom and 

rehearsal hall, when taken together, span forty years, suggest that Richards’s practice 

has been remarkably consistent over time. Richards’s approach to working with 

students during his time at NYU, as reported by Van Lieu and Irby, is similar in 
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details to information Henderson shared. The exercises Robinson recalled doing in 

Richards’s studio in 1963 are the same exercises Santiago-Hudson participated in in 

2001. This finding correlates with J. Michael Miller’s observation that Richards 

believed that all issues in acting stem from problems with the fundamentals. 

Therefore it seems logical that Richards’s teaching would consistently encompass 

Stanislavskian acting fundamentals.  

Who Richards Was 

Without doubt Richards’s pedagogical methods were instrumental in his 

success as a director and teacher. Perhaps equally important to his success in the 

classroom as well as the rehearsal hall was who he was. In discussing Richards’s 

character, participants often describe Richards as a gentleman and a gentle man. They 

make mention of his soft-spoken-ness and class—suggesting that he is well-bred with 

good manners. In addition they offer Richards’s “lack of ego” and his unflinching 

support of actors as factors that made working with him a rewarding experience.  

Richards Lack of Ego (an inflated sense of self) 

The participants often described Richards as having “no ego,” defining “ego” 

to mean an inflated sense of self or a greed for acclaim. Santiago-Hudson said of 

Richards, “he didn't have that ego. He was never trying to impress those around on 

the outside [of our working process].” Van Lieu described Richards’s classroom as 

not being ego-driven, unlike the classrooms of other teachers at NYU. Van Lieu also 

gave a cogent explanation of how Richards’s “lack of ego” manifested in the 

classroom. “Everybody knew he was a very important man. That he was a very smart 

man. That he was to be respected. But he never played that card in any way. He 
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basically made the room about you, not about him.” This correlates with the idea of 

serving the text. When the most important thing in the room is the work at hand, then 

everyone’s ego becomes subservient to the work, including the person leading the 

work.  

Richards’s ability of making all egos subservient to the work was the epitome 

of leadership to Santiago-Hudson. Because his ego did not seem ever hungry for 

praise, Richards focused on the work and was willing to take responsibility for 

whatever mistakes might have occurred, thus making Richard’s rehearsal halls a safe, 

creative working environment.  

Richards’s Unflinching Support of Actors 

In their interviews, several participants offered examples of Richards’s 

patience with, faith in, and generosity towards actors. Santiago-Hudson offered a few 

examples of Richards’s patience when working with actors, including repeatedly 

trying to lead an actor away from an ineffective choice and towards a better one, and 

Richards’s willingness to overlook an actor’s mistake of sleeping through table work, 

with the expectation that the behavior would not be repeated. Coleman sees 

Richards’s patience towards actors as resulting from Richards never believing that the 

work is ever over. Perhaps Henderson’s recollection of Richards attending a matinee 

performance of Seven Guitars and taking notes on the production after the play was 

slated to close in two weeks lends additional credibility to Coleman’s perspective. 

Richards’s patience with the sleeping actor and the actor seemingly wedded to 

an ineffective choice can be seen as examples of Richards’s faith that the actors he 
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has chosen will be able to reach his expectations, eventually. Shay describes Richards 

as extending his belief in his actors even though “the proof wasn’t in the pudding.”  

Richards giving Coleman an opportunity to repeat her audition can be seen as 

another sign of his faith in actors. Or it can be interpreted as an example of his 

generosity. Along with Coleman and the other participants, Henderson offered 

testimony of Richards’s generosity towards actors. He gave the example of Richards 

taking time to remind out-of-work actors that their talent is deserving of work and the 

case of Richards putting aside whatever issues he had with the producers of King 

Hedley II to go see the show when he was told that the actors really wanted him to 

come.  

Correlating the Actor’s Experience with Richards’s View 
of his Practice 

As discussed in Chapter Three, Richards asserted that the text was 

foundational to his practice and characterized his rehearsal hall as a place where 

failure carried no stigma, but was a seen as a chance to learn on the way to success. In 

interviews discussing his work as a director Richards also affirmed the value of each 

collaborator’s contribution to the creative process and stated his desire that actors 

have ownership of their success.  

The respondents’ report of their experiences working with Richards indicates 

that his practice was a manifestation of his stated intentions. Each participant shared 

stories of, as Coleman describes it, “learning to love text” working with Richards or 

having their appreciation of text deepened through their work with him. Also through 

his faith in and generosity towards actors, Richards’s classrooms and rehearsal halls 
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became the safe environment he envisioned where actors’ stumbles on the way to 

success were not a cause for distress but a reason to make a new choice.  

Furthermore, actors who worked with Richards felt his appreciation for their 

contribution to the process, and they were aware that embedded in his approach was a 

desire that the success for their work be theirs alone. Richards’s acknowledged that 

although his Socratic approach seemed open-ended, he had a specific endpoint he 

wanted the actor to reach. Therefore the actor who truly believed Richards’s 

questions to be open-ended, like the actor playing Hedley who was consistently 

moved to tears by his father’s death, ran the risk of being less successful under 

Richards’s approach. The actors who recognized that they were being led to 

discovery, however, like Coleman, found success with Richards. “[H]e teaches in 

terms of asking did that work for you, how did that feel? And in the questions you are 

led to what feels right.”  

Throughout the study the participants’ report of their experiences working 

with Richards correlates closely with his stated goals, and their descriptions of their 

interactions with him, his behavior towards them, correlates to Richards’s own 

perceptions of his behavior. Therefore it seems evident that Richards had a clear 

understanding of his process and had the insight and expertise to get the results he 

wanted.  

Not for all Markets 

Despite the positive experience of the participants in this study, there are 

suggestions that this approach would not necessarily suit all learning or 

communication styles. Richards’s way of communicating with actors is open-ended 
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to the point of being oblique. While he might have the patience to spend the time 

necessary to guide an actor to the desired endpoint, not all actors will have the 

fortitude to endure the wandering in the wilderness that precedes reaching a 

destination. It is a style that took Coleman some time to get used to, and while she 

acclimated to Richards’s approach the “divine discomfort of the artist” wreaked 

havoc on her body. 

Irby also had a painful adjustment period adapting to Richards’s 

communication style.  

I was totally destroyed. I had no idea what he was talking about. 

Everybody else seemed to have an idea of what he was saying when he 

would grill them. I had no clue. Lloyd had that gentle way of stroking 

your neck and very gently, and you would not know that there were 

razor blades between his fingers and your neck was cut off until you 

turned your head. He was, I think, the epitome of that word "gentle 

man." He was a gentleman in all senses of the word, but he was vicious, 

absolutely. Just in terms of his ability to analyze and critique. After that 

class, I was destroyed.  

Irby was coming to Tisch School of the Arts after a stint in the army where 

communication came in the form of orders. Additionally he had never studied acting, 

therefore he had no way of figuring out how to use Richards’s guiding questions to 

orient himself towards an answer. When this is taken into consideration it is no 

wonder Richards’s questions felt as gentle strokes hiding razor blades. 

The obliqueness of Richards’s way of communicating can be seen in a note he 

gave Santiago-Hudson. “I was off stage. He said, "Canewell. . .” I said, “Yes sir.” He 

said, "Where did you go when Floyd and Vera began arguing?" I said, "Sir, I went 

over to sit at the table so I didn't take any focus." And he said, "OK." I didn't move 

the next time.” This exchange underscores the indirectness of Richards’s 

communication and suggests that only those who are attuned to nuances, used to, or 



 

 

273 

are willing and patient enough to get used to his style would understand what is 

expected.  

Santiago-Hudson’s story of Richards trying to guide an actor away from a 

choice is a clear example of someone who had not yet figured out Richards’s style. 

From Santiago-Hudson’s point of view, the perception of an actor in sync with 

Richards, it is an example of Richards’s extraordinary patience. But perhaps to the 

person who is being subjected to Richards’s repeated acts of patience, who day after 

day must confront the sphinx’s riddle, a riddle for which he had no answer, perhaps 

that actor would gladly trade in ownership of a performance for a simple “don’t cry 

on that line.” 

IMPLICATIONS AND POTENTIAL APPLICATION OF THIS 

STUDY  

With the help of the research participants I have documented Richards’s 

practices in his classrooms and rehearsal halls to gain a better understanding of how a 

specific practitioner’s practice can facilitate students’ and collaborators’ development 

into self-reliant, socially conscious, exemplary artists. The information documented 

here has implications and potential application regarding scholarly methodology, our 

understanding of theatre as a social and cultural force, and approaches to theatre 

pedagogy and practice.  

Scholarly Methodology  

There have been myriads of texts on directing theory and or practice published 

over the years in an attempt to guide practitioners towards a systematic approach to 

creating truthful performances on stages. These include the works of the master 
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theorist and practitioner Constantin Stanislavski (An Actor Prepares, Building a 

Character, Creating a Role, etc.) and those of his disciples, Stella Adler (The Art of 

Acting), Sanford Meisner (On Acting), Uta Hagen (Respect for Acting), Lee Strasberg 

(A Dream of Passion: The Development of the Method), etc. Within many of those 

texts are acting exercises and instructions of how they should be done; yet rarely does 

a text document how specific master teachers implement theory and execute the 

practice in the classroom or rehearsal halls. 

Lloyd Richards’s students, collaborators, and disciples often urged him to 

document his methodology. Stephen Henderson attempted to facilitate that process by 

introducing Richards to a theatre historian in hopes that the prospect of working with 

a collaborator might make it more appealing to Richards. Despite all their efforts 

Richards demurred, preferring that his productions speak for his practice and his 

students keep his process alive. With Richards’s death in 2006, the possibility of his 

particular way of implementing Stanislavski’s approach to acting training was in 

danger of being lost to theatre practitioners who never had a chance to study with him 

directly.  

As mentioned in Chapter One, despite there being many books on directing 

theory there is a dearth of scholarship on theatre directors and their specific practice. I 

previously theorized that the lack of information might be related to the difficulty in 

locating authentic artifacts of a director’s craft and then asserted that the true artifact 

of a theatre director’s process is kept in the memory of his collaborators, as the 

experience of a production is kept in the memory of the audience. Despite memory 

being notoriously unreliable and human perspective being often constrained by 
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personal experience, it is possible to paint a multifaceted picture of a director’s 

process by tapping into the memory of a variety of practitioners who have 

collaborated with him or her.  

Moreover, this research methodology for documenting directing theories or 

practices has within its structure a way of evaluating effectiveness. While many 

books on directing put forth a director’s theory or views on how he or she practices 

the craft, few, if any, work to substantiate the applicability of the theory or to 

investigate the accuracy of the director’s understanding of his or her interaction with 

actors. It has been said that while Bertolt Brecht’s theories are intellectually sound 

they do not work on stage, because try as Brecht did to keep audiences alienated from 

the title character in Mother Courage audiences still sympathized with the character’s 

humanity. However, in a case such as Richards’s, who left a public record of his 

understanding of his approach to directing, this methodology offers an opportunity to 

access efficacy. By correlating Richards’s stated intentions to the experience of his 

students and collaborators scholars and practitioners can gain insight into the utility of 

his directing theories and the effectiveness of his practice in production.  

Social and Cultural 

This study of Richards’s approach to actor training and directing offers insight 

into his ability to facilitate the growth of artistic integrity in his students and 

collaborators. By framing the profession as an avocation that comes with a trinity of 

responsibilities, to the craft, to the community (the audience) the actor serves, and to 

him- or herself as an artist, Richards fostered artists who “loved the art in themselves, 
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not themselves in the art,” and who were worthy of being addressed as “friends of 

culture.” 

Additionally, by making the focus of the creative process working to “get the 

text true,” Richards underscored the actor’s function as being in service to something 

bigger than themselves. He highlighted the actor’s roles as societal mirrors with the 

responsibility to reflect the full humanity of the community they served. The depth of 

textual analysis Richards’s approach required from his actors in their pursuit of 

getting their characters true resulted in honest performances that let the audience 

know that their existence had been noticed and their struggles acknowledged and 

respected. This validation alerted the community to the knowledge that their reality 

had become a part of the cultural record.  

Pedagogy and Practice  

This study also offers practical approaches to acting pedagogy and directing 

practice that can help in the training of self-reliant theatre artists. The participants’ 

detailed examples of Richards’s behavior in his classrooms and rehearsal halls points 

to his process as one that is subject-centered. In The Courage to Teach: Exploring the 

Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life, Parker J. Palmer explains that in a subject-

centered classroom neither the teacher nor the student takes precedent. Instead the 

third thing, which in Richards’s classroom would be the text, is put first and the 

classroom becomes a community of truth where “the transcendent third thing . . . 

holds both me and thee accountable to something beyond ourselves.”220 The ability of 
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 Parker J. Palmer, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher's 

Life, 10th anniversary ed. (San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass, 2007), 117. 
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the third thing to have individuals in the learning community transcend their self-

absorption was recognized and reported by several participants who affirmed that in 

Richards’s classrooms and rehearsal halls all egos were subsumed to the need to give 

the text a truthful voice.  

The ability to use questions effectively is another aspect that Parker identifies 

as a key component of a subject-centered pedagogy, “When we learn to ask good 

questions, we discover yet another competency is needed: the ability to turn a 

question-and-answer session between teacher and individual students into a complex 

communal dialogue that bounces all around the room.”221 The participants 

corroborated that Richards’s skill at asking the right questions at the correct time as 

being an important aspect of Richards’s practice.  

Research in pedagogy has documented the efficacy of a subject-centered 

practice, and this study provides a record of how that pedagogical approach has been 

used successfully in directing and actor training.  

 RICHARDS’S LEGACY 

On May 18, 2011 Elizabeth Ashley222 participated in a conference celebrating 

Tennessee Williams’s work at the University of Missouri. Later that evening I found 

myself standing next to Ms. Ashley, a very gracious and personable woman who 

asked me about my work. On hearing that I was researching Lloyd Richards’s process 

as a director Ms. Ashley began praising Richards effusively. Ever on the lookout for 

additional participants, I eagerly asked her if she had worked with Richards. “No, but 
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 Tony Award winning actress renowned as an interpreter of Tennessee Williams’s work. 
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I love his work. He is such a great guy.” Ms. Ashley’s response seems to be typical of 

actors in response to Richards, as Santiago-Hudson noted in his interview: 

A lot of these directors . . . can't hold a candle to Lloyd Richards. So I 

think it intimidated them when he would walk in the room sometimes. 

And so the ones that really appreciated theatre in its purest form, the 

art of theatre, came over and hugged Lloyd Richards. And every actor 

in that room came over. I never walked into a place with him that 

every actor didn't [chuckling] walk over and shake his hand and say, "I 

want to work with you." 

 

Accessing an artist legacy is a difficult undertaking; knowing what criteria 

and whose evaluation to value is difficult. Most participants in this study believed that 

Richards’s commitment to truth over dazzle resulted in his contribution to their work 

as actors being overlooked or underestimated by the critics. It was Courtney Vance’s 

contention that Richards’s pedagogy did not get the recognition it deserved because 

his process made it seem as if his students had trained themselves. Shay, Santiago-

Hudson, and other participants made similar assessments, attributing a general lack of 

understanding about the importance of Richards’s work on his subtlety as a director. 

Unlike “auteurist” directors who used text to express their worldview, and 

consequently their fingerprints were easily recognized on their production, the 

subtlety of Richards’s direction make his contribution more difficult to access. Shay 

voiced frustration that the voters for theatre directing awards did not seem to credit 

the magnificence of Richards’s multi-nominated acting ensembles to the brilliance of 

Richards’s directing. 

In accessing Richards’s legacy many of the participants viewed it through the 

prism of their interactions with him. For example, Irby, a former student, sees 

Richards’s legacy as connected to actor training while Santiago-Hudson relates 
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Richards’s legacy to his role in capturing moments in African-American culture and 

history. All the participants in some way or another relate Richards’s legacy to the 

nature of modern American theatre.  

Richards’s career as director parallels the evolution of the modern American 

theatre and with Zelig-like timing he participated in many of its milestones.223 

Richards was a founding member of the Stage Directors and Choreographers Society 

(SDC), and he disclosed to Pia Lindstrom that he had either the first or second union 

contract issued to a director under SDC rules. Richards was at the beginning of the 

movement to offer conservatory actor training through accredited universities, and he 

also contributed to the League of Resident Theatres early in its development. 

Participating in these significant developments in the American theatre at their 

inception would have made Richards’s career noteworthy. Yet when the participants 

discuss Richards’s legacy they go beyond things that were the result of his Zelig-like 

timing and instead refer to aspects of modern American theatre that Richards helped 

shape through his personal ethics and his view of theatre. 

As mentioned previously, on our first brief introductory meeting on the Yale 

Campus, Van Lieu recounted attending Richards’s memorial and embracing Roger 

Robinson’s designation of Richards as “the father of modern American theatre.” Van 

Lieu views the inclusivity manifested in modern theatre casting that looks beyond 

skin-color and ethnicity as an ideal that was practiced in Richards’s classroom at 

NYU. The welcome that Richards extended to all students in his classroom, and his 

insistence that all roles were opened to all actors broadened his students’ vision. The 
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 Leonard Zelig is the title character in Woody Allen’s 1983 movie Zelig. Zelig had uncanny 

timing and seemed to be present at all the important historical events of his time.  
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possibilities that came about due to the new perspectives fostered in Richards’s 

classroom created opportunities for more inclusive casting. Consequently, while still 

not perfect, inclusivity in the American theatre has increased tremendously as an 

outgrowth of a subtly subversive idea Richards and others implemented and is now 

generally accepted in the American theatre.224  

In our interview Robinson admitted that he used the designation “father of 

modern theatre” at Richards’s memorial, rather than “father of Black theatre” because 

he knew Richards would have wanted him to be inclusive. He then divulged that he 

sometimes identifies Richards’s more narrowly as the father of modern Black theatre. 

He designated Richards thusly because he believed from Richards “sprang a whole 

host of [Black] actors that are still working [in the theatre].” Not only did Richards 

train an amazing phalanx of African-American actors, he also pried open the 

American theatre canon by facilitating the development of quality plays that 

presented honest depictions of African Americans and their history and culture. This 

symbiotic interaction between training actors and facilitating the development of 

plays ensured that African-American stories could be woven into the cultural fabric of 

the United States. 

Robinson’s relating Richards to modern American theatre is logical. Although 

Richards is known for working most directly with an African-American playwright 

and majority African-American casts during the development of Wilson’s Pittsburgh 

Cycle his commitment to diversity and inclusivity was not limited to African-
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 Irby acknowledged that one of the reasons he was able to audition for NYU at the last 

minute was because one part of the program’s mission was a commitment to increasing the diversity in 
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American presence but also included members of other groups or identities whose 

voices had been absent from the cultural song. His efforts towards diversity and 

inclusiveness included nurturing the creativity of women, Asian, gay writers and 

other Americans whose stories had rarely been told.225  

While Richards’s excellence as a director and acting teacher has been 

documented by this study, it might ultimately be more useful to assess Richards’s 

theatrical legacy through his commitment to making American theatre a true mirror of 

the American population. It is possible to see most, if not all of Richards’s work as 

being in service to that goal. His roles as Associate Director of both the O’Neill 

Playwrights Center and Yale School of Drama made it possible for Richards to 

facilitate the development of new voices to tell their communities’ stories and to train 

actors to perform those stories, respectively. The development protocol Richards 

designed for the plays in Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle (the O’Neill Playwrights 

Conference, Yale Repertory Theatre, then working through the LORT system before 

opening on Broadway) is impressive and often cited as his great legacy, along with 

the New Play Development model he created at the O’Neill. While impressive, if 

looked at in the context of a desire to diversify the cultural presence, it becomes clear 

that the protocol’s greatest value was in the fact that it offered the new voices a 

chance to grow strong and saved them from being snuffed out prematurely. 

Ultimately, a holistic consideration of Richards’s work in theatre reveals him 

to be a social visionary who, through his talent as a director and work as an arts 

administrator, helped break down assumptions in the theatrical establishment that had 
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hindered the American theatre from truly reflecting the country’s population. The 

theatre establishment is still not a perfect mirror of who we are as a country, but it is a 

better reflection of the United States than it was when Richards entered it, and his 

efforts were instrumental in facilitating those changes.  

Legacy Alive 

When evaluating Richards’s legacy in theatre it can seem restrictive to confine 

the evaluation to his role as a director or acting teacher, yet it is an important aspect 

of his contribution, and a way that his legacy is being kept alive. Without exception, 

the participants of the study believe that their association with Richards has enriched 

their practice and helped them value their work as a service to the community. Except 

for Robinson, who does not teach, and directs only occasionally, all the participants 

report carrying the lessons learned in Richards’s classroom and rehearsal halls into 

their pedagogy and professional practice.  

Apostles on the Road 

Some participants believe that Richards’s way of teaching actors and creating 

theatre is so important that they have become Apostles on the Roads. In interviews 

and panel discussions they take the opportunity to mention Richards and to share 

what they have gained from their associations with him. Others are working on ways 

to document Richards’s practice more formally. Shay and Henderson are working 

with Phylicia Rashad to document an approach to working on Wilson’s texts 

informed by Richards’s practice. The book’s working title is Acting August Wilson.  
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In the Classroom—Henderson  

I have never seen Richards teach but I had the pleasure of watching Prof. 

Henderson teach a workshop using Richards’s approach. I saw how delighted and 

empowered the students appeared at the end of each session. I saw how the questions 

asked got the actors’ gears moving. It convinced me that Richards’s legacy is alive in 

the classroom. 

In the Rehearsal Hall—Santiago-Hudson 

As I mentioned in chapter one, part of my interest in doing this study sprang 

from my experience watching Lloyd Richards’s production of Joe Turner’s Come 

and Gone. I speak of it frequently. It is in some ways my “Philadelphia housekeeper” 

story. I have not experienced another production that touched me quite that way 

since. But the evening of December 20, 2012, another production came close. 

When I discovered that Ruben Santiago-Hudson’s revival of The Piano 

Lesson at the Signature Theatre in New York had been extended long enough to be 

running during my winter break from school, I changed my travel plans, got tickets, 

and went. I have not seen the original Richards-directed Piano Lesson so I cannot 

compare Santiago-Hudson’s revival to it. But I don’t need to. Experiencing Santiago-

Hudson’s Piano made me know that the theatre Richards’s valued is alive, well, and 

on stage, and that through the work of the practitioners he mentored his legacy lives 

one. I was truly grateful. And you should be too. 
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APPENDIX A 

Lloyd Richards Research Interview Questionnaire226 

 

HOW DID YOU MEET LLOYD RICHARDS? 

 

Describe how you met Lloyd Richards. 

 

What did you know about him before meeting him?  

 

What were your expectations of your first meeting? Did Richards meet them? 

 

What drew you to study with Lloyd Richards? 

 

Describe your previous training before you began working with Richards?  

 

HOW DID LLOYD RICHARDS TEACH/WORK? 

 

Describe your working and/or educational relationship with Richards. 

 

When, where, and in what capacity did you first work and/or study with Richards? 

 

How long did your relationship with Richards last? 

 

Was Richards’s approach to teaching and/or directing different from other 

teachers or directors you had worked with? If so, describe the difference. 

 

Describe the atmosphere of the classroom/rehearsal hall? 

 

Did your relationship with Richards change over time? How so? 

 

Describe how Richards communicated with actors and/or students?  

 

Were you comfortable sharing your ideas during the rehearsal process? Did it make a 

difference whether you were working with Richards alone, or if the entire cast was 

present? 

 

Was there something in his process that would have changed if you have been able 

to? 
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 I prepared a list of questions for my interviews with  participants. During the interview 

after asking “How did you meet Lloyd Richards,” all other questions proved superfluous. I have 
bolded the questions I asked most frequently.  
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Describe the dynamics between students and/or cast-mates? 

 

Is there an incident or interaction in Richards’ classroom (or rehearsal hall) that 

stands out in your mind regarding you directly or something you observed?  

 

Was there a sense of hierarchy with cast in the rehearsal halls or with students in the 

studio or classroom? 

 

What was the dynamics of the cast when Richards was present? When he was absent? 

 

Do you have a distinct memory of working with Richards? 

 

Describe Richards’ leadership style? 

 

Did Richards’ process as a teacher/director change overtime? 

 

Did your relationship with Richards change over time? How so? 

 

Describe how Richards communicated with actors? Was there any difference between 

how Richards communicate in and out of the rehearsal space/classroom? 

 

Did your relationship with Richards continue outside the class session or rehearsal 

period? 

 

Was there something in his process that would have changed if you have been able 

to? 

 

DID YOU STUDY WITH RICHARDS AND WERE SUBSEQUENTLY DIRECTED BY HIM? 

 

How would you compare your interaction with Richards as a student and as a 

professional actor?  

 

Was there any difference between how Richards communicated in and out of the 

rehearsal space/ classroom? Please describe.  

 

DID WORKING/STUDYING WITH RICHARDS HAVE AN EFFECT ON YOUR APPROACH TO 

LIFE AND OR/ CAREER? 

 

Were you mentored by Richards? Describe Richards’s process as a mentor. 

 

Did working with Richards affect your sense of yourself as an actor? Or 

director? 

 

As an actor/director/teacher are there any skills/tools you use that you can 

directly trace back to Richards? 
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Was there anything you discovered about yourself and the craft working with 

Richards? 

 

What is your most indelible memory of Richards? 

 

Did Richards’ have any long-lasting effect on how you view your career and/or 

yourself as an artist? 

 

What do you think is Richards’s legacy in the American theatre? 

Is there something significant that I haven’t asked about Richards that you 

think is important to share? 
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APPENDIX B 

RELEASE FORM 

PROJECT NAME: THE LLOYD RICHARDS PROJECT 

Date:         

Interviewer:  Cfrancis Blackchild (aka Carlia Francis)  

Interviewee:        

Address:        

         

         

Email Address:        

Telephone No.        

Project Description: This is a research project on the life, work and influence of 

Lloyd Richards as a theatre artist and teacher. Please initial the options for use of your 

interview, then sign the document. 

 I voluntarily agree to participate in The Lloyd Richards Project and agree to 

have our interview recorded on electronic media. I understand that information from 

my interview may be included in conference presentations, journal articles, 

dissertation or other artistic and/or scholarly projects authored by the interviewer. I 

hereby give my permission to the interviewer to include information from my 

interview, including direct quotes, in scholarly presentations and publications and/or 

artistic projects, with the understanding that any quotes from my interview will be 

attributed to me.  

 I give the interviewer permission to donate copies of my recorded interview to 

an interested archive at the end of her research process. 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Signature        Date 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Stephen Henderson center, cfrancis blackchild to his left in red coat. 

19. Participants in Stephen Henderson Scene Study Workshop 

. 
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APPENDIX E  

Stephen Henderson Workshop227  

2.18.11 through 2.20.11 

 

BE CAUSED…  

Listen. Respond. Observe. React.  

Hear. Respond. See. React.  

“Be caused. Make sure that you are caused.”  

“We’ll have no pause that has no cause.” A pause is a rest, like in music, it has 

a purpose.  

You can’t stay intellectual. Allow yourself to be caused, in terms of behavior. 

You mark your beats, but eventually you have to listen and respond.  

 

Don’t Critique. Ask Questions. Then, “Answer questions in the scene.” 

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS FOR SCENE WORK: “Ask the right 

question of the scene.” 

What were you working for? How did it go?  

What wasn’t CLEAR?  

What experience are you coming from?  

What causes you to use words?  

What am I coming to?  
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 These notes were taken by a student in the workshop and share with everyone. 
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What have you come here to do?  

Why are you doing it?  

Why now?  

 

* When you answer questions about your scene, say “I, character’s name”. 

Answer as your character.* 

 

ON MOMENTS… “A minute is a measurement of time. A moment is a 

measurement of meaning.” 

Experience the scene. Live the scene moment to moment.  

Peek into the world of the play.  

Communication occurs when meaning occurs.  

Don’t perform. Experience.  

Don’t get angry. Get particular.  

 

ON CRAFTING A CHARACTER… 

“You do not transform into a character. You can only present the illusion of 

character.” 

“Every character must get a defense in the theatre.” (Every character sees their 

actions as just.) 

Be truthful to given circumstances.  

Play humanity, warts and all. Let things out of you.  

See from the eyes of the character.  
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When you play a role: “I, (YOUR NAME), accept personage of this 

character.”  

Play what the character WANTS. Not what the character fears.  

 

 

WHEN YOU DROP A LINE…  

When you drop a line say “line please” and stay in the emotional life, never 

leave the world of the play.  

 

ON STAGING...  

Staging must always be caused. Don’t do anything without being CAUSED. 

A character wouldn’t think, “I’ve been standing here for a long time.” 

Suggests the simplest of staging in an acting class.  

 

Question: At times, how do you bring yourself back on track, if you lose 

your focus onstage and feel yourself slipping out of the moment? 

 

Answer: Focus on the other actor. They are your best friend, even if they 

are your enemy in the play.  

 

ON TECHNIQUE… “You got to have technique.”  

Straight, no chaser. Choose your action. 

You have to not play the ending. Discover each night.  
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Super-objectives are real. (Deaf lords prayer story…essentially a super-

objective involves a life trajectory, a super-objective relates short term actions to 

long-term goals and aspirations) 

NEVER PLAY MOOD OR EMOTION. Life isn’t “happy”. Life isn’t “sad”. 

Theatre isn’t either. Art should reflect nature.  

 

SERVE YOUR TEXT… 

We do it for the play. Serve the play, not the audience. It’s on the art’s terms.  

Concern yourself with the character. Go in and serve the character and text.  

If you give yourself to dramatic literature, it will lead you wonderful places.  

Text is ripe with information.  

You cannot do your job correctly if you do not know the play. 

The text is the part of the iceberg above water. The subtext is the rest of the 

iceberg. The big part that caused the Titanic to sink.  

 

ON AUDITIONING… 

Sometimes they’re not smart enough to pick the right person.  

Before you start a scene or monologue: Inhale as self. Exhale as the character.  

Who wants to work? WHO WANTS TO WORK? You should always want to 

work.  
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ON SCENE WORK… 

A cue is what the other person says that you are reacting to. (Not when they 

finish the line.) 

Craft a scene.  

Scene always starts off-stage.  

Talking is not acting. DO NOT BEGIN OR END WITH WORDS.  

Speech is an action. What are you DOING with a line?  

Communication occurs not with speech, but when meaning is exchanged.  

Color and life. Find the life.  

Don’t forget to play.  

The humor comes from experiencing the scene.  

 

OTHER WISE WORDS… 

Virtue is its own reward.  

This year, don’t go to the movies. Go to plays. Attack of the fifty foot actors.  

A good actor can make a soap opera amazing. A bad actor can make good 

writing sound awful.  

People use comedy to cover a scar.  

Don’t forget to live.  
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