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One of the may troupes presenting free shows this summer, New York Classical Theatre  

takes its audiences on a panoramic journey. 
 

 
New York Classical Theatre’s 2013 produciton of Chekhov’s The Seagull  

saw hundreds of audience members nightly in the lawns around the pool in Central Park. 
 
New York Classical Theatre rarely lets the audience stay in one place for too long. Lovingly known by 
some theater fans as “runaround Shakespeare,” NYCT is celebrating 15 years of free interactive 
productions of Shakespeare and others. (Last year they did Chekhov's The Seagull.) In that time, they’ve 
led theatergoers through the great parks of New York City. The image of hundreds of audience members 
charging over the hills of Agincourt (Governors Island) in NYCT's 2011 production of Henry V has to be 
one of the most indelible in the tradition of free Shakespeare in the park. This year's show is As You Like 
It, Shakespeare's pastoral comedy of love in exile. "It's a celebratory play," said Artistic Director Stephen 
Burdman. 
 
Considering his penchant for movement, I wasn’t surprised that our entire interview was conducted on 
our feet. Burdman took me on a tour of his “theater,” which is actually the area around the pool near the 
103rd Street entrance at Central Park West. As You Like It will play this venue through June 22 before 
moving on to Prospect Park (June 24-29) and Battery Park (July 1-27). All of these productions are  
100 percent free and accessible to the public. 
 
“This is Olivia's Court,” he motioned toward a garden area, making reference to the central character in 
Shakespeare's Twelfth Night. “This will forever be King Lear's heath,” he said as we trudged up a grassy 
knoll. Burdman has been staging Shakespeare in this part of Central Park since 2000, so the backdrops of 



each of his productions dot the landscape. “This is Dunsinane Hill,” he pointed to a yonder hill that was, 
indeed, quite evocative of Macbeth. He knows every inch of this landscape, the same way a good theater 
manager would know every crack and scratch on the stage. 
 
Burdman spends exactly $0 on sets, meaning that he relies entirely on the Park and a few well-placed 
props to convey the story’s time and place. “I’ve got these lovely scenic designers: Olmstead and Vaux,” 
he joked, referencing Frederick Law Olmstead and Calvert Vaux, the two architects who designed much 
of Central Park in the 19th century. With so many varied and beautiful landscapes, it would feel like a 
waste to stay in one place, so he moves the audience for almost every scene. 
 
Burdman has a fundamental philosophy behind his athletic directorial approach: “The harder the audience 
works, the greater emotional response they have to the play.” So as the audience relocates from scene to 
scene, they drive the plot forward with their movement. He calls his method of staging “panoramic 
theater” since it offers several perspectives on the same location. It’s a type of theater that literally 
envelops you and takes you on a journey with it, not entirely dissimilar to popular downtown immersive 
productions like Here Lies Love and Sleep No More. “But we’ve been doing it a lot longer than anybody 
else,” Burdman was quick to remind me. 
 
Despite the financial turbulence of the last six years, Burdman has miraculously been able to refine his 
approach and grow the company. All of the actors and production staff are paid. Since he spends no 
money on sets, Burdman can afford to be more lavish with the costume design. The company has a 
growing collection of corsets and swords, kept in a 100-square-foot storage unit donated by Manhattan 
Mini Storage. “We have one of the largest armories in the city outside of the Metropolitan Opera,” he 
boasted, going on to explain that he buys only the sturdiest blades so he can use them year after year. “We 
do what needs to get done to get the highest quality Shakespeare possible.” 
 
While New York Classical Theatre may seem relatively young compared with Shakespeare in the Park, 
the original free summer Shakespeare franchise started by Joseph Papp in 1954, it is now a firmly rooted 
cultural institution of the city. New York is full of creative companies doing their own productions, 
however, feeding the city's insatiable craving for theater under the stars. Check below for a list of several 
of them. 
 
 
 


