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The Bard 
Comes to 
the ‘Burg
The Shakespeare Festival 

Gets Direction 
from 

Christopher Owens 

Arts 
& ENTERTAINMENT

Storytelling,” Christopher Owens states, 
“that’s basically what I think directing is.”

 Christopher is the Producing Artistic Direc-
tor of the Virginia Shakespeare Festival. The 
festival takes place each summer at the College 
of William and Mary’s Phi Beta Kappa Memo-
rial Hall. 
 “Probably with Shakespeare, more so than 
contemporary plays, you have to employ ev-
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erything you can to make the story clear,” he explains. “Not everyone is 
going to get the meaning of every word even when eloquently spoken by 
professional actors. A tremendous amount of that story is in the physi-
cality and body language of those characters, what they’re doing to each 
other, how they’re manipulating each other, and what they really feel 
when they speak those words.”
 Christopher’s approach to directing has made the festival a favorite 
among Williamsburg area residents and visitors. The plays use sets that 
‘wow’ the audience. The first year he directed, he changed the set.
 “It was an Elizabethan set, not quite a reproduction of The Globe,” he 
explains. “I wanted to create a set that pulled the audience into the pro-
duction.” His goal was to create a stronger visual production to comple-
ment the actors and the plot. “It was great to see audiences come into the 
theater and just gasp.” 
 Several years ago, Macbeth headlined the season. “It was all about the 
witches,” Christopher explains. “Their costumes where such that when 
they put the hoods over themselves, they virtually blended into the set 
and disappeared, then sort of came out of it, but you knew they were al-
ways there. That’s always a big decision for a director of Macbeth - are the 
witches really doing this, or not, to Macbeth?  My choice was they are.”
 For Shakespeare’s comedies, Christopher likes to set them in other 
time periods, illustrating the universal, timeless themes. 
 “Last year,” he says, “we set Much Ado About Nothing just at the cusp of 
World War I. For the entrance of the main men into the show, we built 
a full-sized Sopwith Camel. We had to have its wings folded up to get 
through some places, but it came in as if it had just landed and taxied 
onto the stage.  For that company and that setting, it added a connection 
and incredible drama. Audiences went ‘Wow!’  I want audiences to go 
‘Wow!’ sometimes.”
  Christopher received top-of-the-line training in the arts at the Juil-
liard School in New York.  “At the time I went there,” he says, “John 
Houseman was the head of the drama program.” Along with the Acad-
emy Award winning professor, Christopher had a few soon-to-be fa-
mous classmates. “I went to college with Robin Williams, William Hurt, 
Kelsey Grammer and Christopher Reeve.  We all did shows together and 
had a great time.”
 He attended graduate school at Southern Methodist University in 
Dallas where he received his Masters Degree in Directing. Upon gradu-
ation, he was hired by one of the larger regional theaters in Dallas where 
he worked for several years. “Later,” he says, “I went on to head my own 
theater company. I moved from there to work at the Wayside Theater in 
the Winchester, VA area. Then I started teaching about eight years ago.”
 At the Juilliard School, Christopher had been studying acting, but he 
switched his focus to directing at the urging of John Houseman.
  “If you remember John Houseman from The Paper Chase, that wasn’t 
a character, that was him,” Christopher says with a laugh. “At the end 
of my second year at Juilliard, I was having my annual conference with 
Mr. Houseman. He had just won the Oscar the year before for The Paper 
Chase. He had watched some of the things I’d done.  I had gone to Juil-
liard as an actor, so he looked at me and said, ‘Mr. Owens, I think you 
have a wider vision than some people. You should consider directing,’” 
Christopher says as he gives a perfect impression of John Houseman’s 
slow, rhythmic voice. “He let me gather a few classmates and direct them 
in one-act plays.” 
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 With Houseman’s encouragement, Christo-
pher began making the transition from actor to 
director. After finishing his studies at the Juil-
liard School, he lived in Seattle for a few years, 
staging plays in smaller theaters. 
 “I realized I didn’t know completely what I 
was doing,” he says.  “I needed to go to gradu-
ate school and figure it out a little bit more.  
Dallas ended up being a great place for me with 
the job right out of school and the 
contacts I made there.  I’m really 
one of those few incredibly lucky 
people in the theater in that I’ve 
never really done anything else.  
I know a tremendous number of 
people in the theater that have to 
hold down ‘civilian jobs,’ as we 
call them. My continuous theater 
work has been wonderful.”
 His opportunity to teach and 
work in theater was an attractive 
and compelling reason for Chris-
topher to move to Williamsburg. 
One of the main reasons Christopher decided 
to teach at William and Mary was the Shake-
speare Festival. “I had not been teaching all 
that long,” he says. “Most of my career, twenty 
years of it, I spent running professional region-
al theaters.  This combination of teaching and 
running the festival sounded like a lot of fun. 
It’s a lot of work too.” 
 Collaboration with the actors, musicians, 
set designers and builders, costume designers, 
stage crew and all the other people required to 
put on a professional production are contribu-
tors to Christopher’s strategy of entertaining 

the audience. 
 “One of my favorite quotes about direct-
ing,” he says, “comes from Elia Kazan, direc-
tor of On the Waterfront and A Streetcar Named 
Desire and all those wonderful movies he did. 
Somebody asked him ‘What is directing?’ and 
he said ‘Directing finally consists of turning 
Psychology into Behavior.’ An audience only 
knows what it sees. We believe what someone 

does far more than what they say. Or as the 
phrase goes: Actions speak louder than words.  
As a director, you’re trying to find those actions, 
that behavior. That’s the wonderful challenge 
of the director’s storytelling.  The audience is 
seeing and believing everything they should, 
not just what they hear.”  
 The entire visual presentation from sets and 
costumes to lighting and movement build on 
the actors’ words.  As director, Christopher en-
sures the production tells the story in an un-
derstandable and entertaining package.
 For the festival, Christopher likes to have 

one or two of Shakespeare’s plays coupled with 
a contemporary play. This year, the festival 
starts with Shakespeare’s As You Like It on July 
7. 
 “We’re taking a comedy into a slightly more 
modern setting,” Christopher explains. “The As 
You Like It production is set in the early 1930s. 
That early Depression era where you have an 
upper class still trying to hold on to what they 

have, and the newly-hobo class 
wonder how they fell so far, so 
fast.  We have some wonderful 
music, very Cole Porter-ish.” 
 The second play in the season 
is Robert Bolt’s A Man for All 
Seasons starting July 22.  “It isn’t 
Shakespeare,” Christopher says, 
“but its subject matter of King 
Henry VIII, Sir Thomas More, 
and Anne Boleyn is a perfect fit 
for a Shakespeare Festival with 
its 16th century setting. Henry 
VIII is always popular. The play 

is really about the guy who is saying ‘no’ to the 
King.  It’s dramatic, [and] relevant.  A crisis of 
one man’s conscience that cannot bend. Is he 
stubborn or just incredibly principled?”  
 Christopher hopes that he and his troupe 
can tell the story so that you can decide for 
yourself.

This year the Virginia Shakespeare Festival 
celebrates its 32nd annual season. To find out 
more about The Virginia Shakespeare Festival 
visit: www.wm.edu/as/vsf
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“I’m really one of those few incred-
ibly lucky people in the theater in 
that I’ve never really done any-
thing else. . . My continuous the-
ater work has been wonderful.”

       - Christopher Owens


