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Perhaps the country’s most acclaimed wine 
event, Vintners’ Holidays take place each 
November and December at The Ahwahnee 
in Yosemite National Park. It’s an intimate 
event with access to winemakers, their latest 
offerings and gourmet cuisine paired with 
session wines. Packages starting at $896 
for two adults. 
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Behind the Scenes: 
Cal Shakes Director Finds New Take on
Classic for Season’s Final Performance 
By Lou Fancher

Born in apartheid South Africa,
raised in America from her

teenage years into young adult-
hood and traveling the globe ever
since, Liesl Tommy is haunted by
her other self – which makes her
the ideal candidate for directing
Cal Shakes’ season closer: William
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, running
September 19 through October 14.

     
“One of the shocking things is

to experience freedom, then have
it taken away. I was aware of what
I didn’t have, but that other people
do have. A part of myself always
felt like I was less in a place. There
was a refrain of this other place I’d
left behind,” she says.

     
Hamlet’s brooding politics, tor-

tured memories and dark family
tragedy has transfixed audiences,
directors and academics in both
theater and film. Cal Shakes last
presented Director Karin Coon-
rod’s Hamlet in 2000 and mounted
the work in 1978, 1982, and 1993.

     
Determined to find her own

take on the masterpiece, Tommy
avoided looking at other produc-
tions and consulted a former col-
lege professor. He told her to
forget about finding the play’s “de-
finitive version” and instead, to
seek a Hamlet that sprang from her
personal history and perspective.

     
Still, the cutting, the process of

selecting which lines in a script
will be excised, was intimidating.

     
“I had to do it, because we

don’t want to be in the theater for
over four hours!” she laughs.
“But I thought, Who am I to cut
this? When I was in school, I
learned how to deliver Shake-
speare’s text. It shaped how I ap-
proached language in every play
that I do.”

     
Eventually, when she let go of

the burdens and simply responded
to it, the play opened up – only to
reveal another struggle. “There are
dated words, like ‘bodkin.’ It’s im-
portant that the audience knows it
means ‘dagger,’ but dagger isn’t
the same and it affects the scansion
[the metric patterns in a line of po-
etry], so you have to find a proper
substitute,” she worries.

     
Compromise and worry are not

a part of the actors Tommy has
cast. “The actor playing Hamlet
(LeRoy McClain), I’ve worked
with before,” she says. “I would
never dare embark on this play
without someone who wasn’t a
parallel thinker with me. He came
into the first reading profoundly
prepared, which is what you
need.”

     
Calling the rest of the com-

pany, which includes actors Zainab
Jah as Ophelia, Nick Gabriel as
Horatio and Julie Eccles as
Gertrude, “incredibly skilled,”
Tommy says, “I looked around and
realized I could do exactly what I
envisioned.”

     
As a director, Tommy consid-

ers a play to be a conversation with
an audience and draws inspiration
from her environment and the
community.

     
“As an artist, I have to respond

to the play as honestly and person-
ally as I can. I don’t cater to age,
or economic demographic, but I
take into consideration the city or
area,” she explains. “I decided not
to make it period and to not put it
in a castle. It’s set in a large man-
sion, [embedded] in a hill. Where
do you think I got that?”

     
The outdoor Orinda amphithe-

ater is thrilling Tommy. “It speaks
to me of ancient drama.” she says.
“There’s nothing I love more than
hearing a skillful actor deliver po-
etry that lands in a beautiful
place.”

     
Three primal elements also at-

tracted Tommy to the play. “Vio-

lence: I enjoy exploring it onstage
just because it’s such a part of
every conversation a civil society
engages in. Grief: I am always in-
teresting in how we deal with
death, pain, loss. And magical re-
alism: the beauty and romance of
theatricality,” she concludes.

     
When she hits “director’s

block,” or just the end of a long re-
hearsal day, Tommy takes walks,
admires Bay Area homeowners’
gardens, or indulges in her secret
vice. “I watch Reality television,”
she confesses. “Project Runway,
Top Chef, National Geographic;
anything without a story, without
script analysis.”

     
Embracing both Shakespeare

and pop culture, Tommy carries on
the grand traditions of The Bard in
a dichotomous life, traveling easily
“from the ridiculous to the sub-
lime.”

     
Hamlet, presented by Califor-

nia Shakespeare Theater, runs
through October 14 at the Bruns
Amphitheater, 100 California
Shakespeare Theater Way (off
Highway 24), Orinda. For infor-
mation, call (510) 548-9666 or
visit www.calshakes.org.

Mia Tagano as Ensemble, Danny Scheie as Osric, Jessica Kitchens as En-
semble, Julie Eccles as Gertrude, and LeRoy McClain as Hamlet in California
Shakespeare Theater's production of Hamlet, directed by Liesl Tommy.

Mia Tagano as the Player Queen, Danny Scheie as the Player King, and the cast of Hamlet in California
Shakespeare Theater's production of Hamlet, directed by Liesl Tommy. Photos Kevin Berne

AT HOME

Our mission is to provide personalized care,
help maintain independence and

enhance our client’s quality of life
on a daily basis.

• Fully bonded and insured
• Geriatric care management
• Hourly care     
• Live-in care
• Transportation to and from

medical appointments
• Medication reminders 

3645 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Suite D Lafayette
(beside Trader Joe’s)

www.excellentcareathome.com
Call to schedule a free assessment and plan care review.    925-284-1213

GRADES K-12 • PRE-ALGEBRA • ALGEBRA 1 & 2 • GEOMETRY
PRE-CALCULUS & CALCULUS • SAT/ACT PREP
HOMEWORK HELP FOR ALL LEVELS

3435 Mt. Diablo Blvd, Lafayette (Golden Gate Way at Mt. Diablo Blvd.)

(925) 283-4200   www.mathnasium.com

your child could be crazy about math.

Your neighborhood 
center is at Ashbury Mall, 
123 Any Street Call or

Must present coupon. New students only.

1 WEEK FREE TUTORING
& HOMEWORK HELP

Do the words “math homework” strike fear
in your child…or you?
What if we told you that we can change that fear into better
grades and higher self-confidence, and eliminate the
frustration, tears, and fights over math homework? Imagine
how much better homework time would be. Discover how a
better understanding of math can change your child’s attitude. 

Flat Monthly Fee.
Drop-in any time during regular hours, whenever it’s convenient.


