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Critical acclaim for Darling Judi:


‘Darling Judi is devoid of sentimentality. It consists of intimate snapshots, full of joy and irreverence, and studied attempts to capture her brilliance . . . One thing that all the contributors emphasise is that Dame Judi’s greatness as an actress is also her greatness as a person’


Michael Arditti, Daily Mail


‘A must-read for theatre buffs’


Roger Lewis, Sunday Express


‘Contains . . . a great many amusing and affectionate anecdotes . . . [Dench] emerges as a mercurial figure, with a larky sense of humour . . . the book offers some arresting descriptions of her acting style’


The Times


‘Characteristically thorough and painstaking . . . about as close to her secret soul as we shall get in a well-guarded private lifetime’


Sheridan Morley, Sunday Times


‘An intriguing life of a witty, intelligent and intriguing actress’


Maeve Brown, Irish Independent (Dublin)


‘Respect, love, admiration, adoration, even adulation, enough to turn someone’s head if they were less realistic – yet a well-rounded personality emerges; a giggler, a practical joker, full of mischief as well as compassionate and considerate . . . This is a book which you could read in one sitting, but it is even better if you dip into it from time to time. Miller has compiled an engaging portrait and provided us with insights into this great actor’


The Press (Christchurch, New Zealand)


‘Amusing and enlightening reminiscences’


Theatregoer




To a great actress and a very special friend.
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Fondly Familiar



JOHN MILLER


Ever since I embarked on writing the biography of Judi Dench the two questions I have most often been asked are: ‘Is she really as nice as she seems?’ and ‘What is it that makes her such a great actress?’


The first question is much easier to answer than the second, and my response always is, ‘She’s even nicer, when you get to know her,’ as I have been so privileged to do. In the following chapters my fellow authors without exception reveal the depth of their own affection for her but, as you will read, even those who have worked most closely with her find it as difficult as I do to pin down the inner secret of her genius.


What does, however, become very clear from the contributions to this book is that it is her qualities as a person – her ready sympathy, her alert sensitivity to the problems of others, her quick intelligence, her bubbling sense of humour, her astonishing generosity and thoughtfulness – which combine with her innate truthfulness in every part she plays to create a character that can reduce you to tears or laughter, often with just a look or a gesture, an inflection, or sometimes even just a momentary pause.


When my publisher first asked me to gather these reminiscences together to celebrate Judi’s seventieth birthday in December 2004, I hesitated for more than just a moment for two reasons. Very few ladies of my acquaintance are keen to mark the end of a decade, and I wasn’t at all sure that Judi would want to draw attention to this significant date either. Secondly, how many of her friends and colleagues would be willing or able to set down their feelings about her in such a book? The latter doubt was swiftly dispelled. Although two or three of them were either too heavily engaged in current acting commitments, or too diffident about their writing skills to feel they could do justice to her, everyone else who is included here agreed instantly, and couldn’t wait to put on the public record their admiration of someone who is so special to all of them.


As I suspected, Judi herself was initially much less keen on such a book. Having attended her televised BAFTA Fellowship evening at the Haymarket, and also sat next to her in the Barrymore Theater in New York when she was awarded the Golden Quill by the Shakespeare Guild, I knew how praise seems to embarrass her, and how relieved she is when someone breaks the mood by sending her up. But I pointed out to her that her impending birthday was already public knowledge, and she could hardly escape it being celebrated by her many friends and admirers. Although John Gielgud had told me that he didn’t want too much fuss about his being ninety ten years ago, for fear that anyone might think he had retired and consequently stop offering him work, it will be many years before Judi faces a similar dilemma.


However, to spare her blushes, and to keep this as a birthday surprise, I haven’t let her see these expressions of love and admiration before they are published. I hope and believe that she will be even more touched and thrilled to read them than I was when they started tumbling through my letterbox or coming off the fax machine.


The criterion for selection was a simple one. All these actors, directors and writers have either worked with her or followed her career over a long period, from her arrival at the Old Vic in 1957 up to her most recent stage performance with the RSC in 2004. Each of them brings a different perspective to bear on her personality and her great talent, which when read together reveal both her extraordinary range and her depth of character. From Shakespeare to sitcom, in the classics and modern work, on stage and screen, Judi Dench has never ceased to surprise us with her next move, and in recent years she has gained an international following as devoted as the one she has long possessed in Britain.


I asked each of the contributors to write about Judi in as personal a way as possible, and it is time I did the same. One of the rewards of becoming her biographer has been the number of invitations to share a platform with her to talk about her work. The first time at the National Theatre in 1998 I was caught off guard by the overwhelming surge of affection for her that rolled up onto the stage, it was so palpable. I have since grown used to having to wait several minutes for the applause to fade and allow me to put my first question. The noisiest welcomes were in two very different venues. The students at the Oxford Union greeted her with a thundering, foot-stamping ovation which showed how much her appeal crossed all generations. Most recently, in April 2004, the Cheltenham Festival of Literature booked us into the huge new Centaur Arena at the Racecourse, which drew an audience of over 1,800. We were asked to concentrate exclusively on discussing Judi’s Shakespearean career, but from the whistling and whooping as we walked out on-stage you might well have thought that Judi was about to perform at a pop-concert. A little surprised but not at all disconcerted, she just hissed at me out of the corner of her mouth, ‘I think we’d better take a bow.’


Watching her rehearse and perform a show is even more eye-opening. In 2003 I invited her to bring Fond and Familiar to the Winchester Festival. This was the comic recital which John Moffatt devised at the request of Judi and Michael, and over the years she has performed it with a number of different actors. This time we managed to get Ian Richardson and Bill Nighy to accompany her, neither of whom had ever done the show before. So at the read-through at Judi’s home on the Wednesday beforehand, whenever we reached one of her long monologues she skipped straight to the last verse, just to give them their next cue. She said, ‘You boys need the rehearsal time much more than I do, I’ve done this show dozens of times.’ She did the same thing at the Sunday afternoon rehearsal at the Theatre Royal, which meant that the first time the other two actors heard her big set-piece recitations was that evening, with the audience in. Naturally the latter were all watching her, but I couldn’t help noticing with amusement how the two men sat there transfixed by what she did with those monologues. After the last one, Ian involuntarily responded: ‘My God, how d’you follow that?!’


He and Judi had been a famous Oberon and Titania with the RSC at Stratford in 1962, and they re-created those roles for the John Gielgud Centenary Gala in April 2004, a performance described later in these pages. All I would add here is that when Judi skipped barefoot on to the stage she didn’t seem a day over twenty-five, and the packed house at the Gielgud Theatre was entranced.


This was near the end of the London run of All’s Well, during which she had often also been filming new scenes of her science-fiction movie The Chronicles of Riddick, so she had been fully stretched for weeks. She asked me, ‘As I’m only on in the first half, I don’t suppose there’s any chance I could slip away at the interval?’ I felt awfully mean having to reply, ‘Well, Jude, we really need you all for the final curtain-call, and everyone will be expecting to see you.’ My guilt was somewhat assuaged when she told me afterwards what an increasingly riotous party she had hosted in her dressing room, as everyone else came offstage after their own performances and joined her. What made that gathering so special for her was that it reunited her with so many of her former co-stars, several of whom have contributed to these printed memories.


Acting is an elusive art, and the secret of truly great acting can never be totally unlocked for such exponents as John Gielgud or Ralph Richardson, Peggy Ashcroft or Judi Dench. But there are moments when we know we are unmistakably in its presence, when the hair on the back of the neck stands on end; and there are many such moments described vividly in this book, as telling in the back of the stalls or gallery as they are to the other actors on stage. Two that stand out particularly in my memory are the despair that Judi conveyed as Lika in the last act of The Promise at the realisation that she had married the wrong man; and her rendering of ‘Send in the clowns’ in A Little Night Music, as a tear coursed slowly down her cheek at the end of the song.


Her tears on stage are never forced, they flow naturally from the emotional demands of the scene. Even in rehearsal for Amy’s View I watched her cry real tears every time she exited at one point, and I couldn’t help thinking that many other actresses would have saved them up for the actual performances. But she had lost herself so completely in the part that she simply couldn’t help portraying the full emotional climax as David Hare had written it.


All great actors are possessed of the most perfect comic timing, and some of the most sustained and sparkling examples of Judi’s were to be seen in her hugely popular television sitcoms, A Fine Romance and As Time Goes By, the first with her real husband Michael Williams, and the second with Geoffrey Palmer, whom the fans of that show persist in regarding as her actual husband. I spent a week observing the rehearsal and recording of an episode of the latter, when she would frequently say, ‘I don’t need this line, I can get the laugh with just a look.’ When the studio audience was in, she always did too. The double-take is an effective comic instrument in the right hands, but I have often seen Judi do a triple-take, and get three laughs, each one greater than the last. Whenever we have done joint book-signings after a Platform conversation, I have soon lost count of the number of people expressing their heartfelt appreciation of the pleasure that those TV performances have given them.


This book is for all those admirers, whether they have watched her on the stage, on television or on the cinema screen or, like many of us, on all three. But above all, this is for you, Darling Judi, with our love and gratitude for all the joy you have brought us since you first stepped onto that Old Vic stage in 1957.


We all wish you A Very Happy Birthday, and many, many happy returns.





Only Playing?



BENEDICT NIGHTINGALE


Judi Dench has played several actresses in her time, among them Arkadina in Chekhov’s Seagull and Desirée Armfeldt in Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, but there are two that stick especially in my mind, and not merely because I saw them more recently. In each case, Dame Judi wasn’t just giving her usual impeccably judged and felt-through performance: she seemed to be telling us something deeply serious about the calling that has sustained her and us since she went on the professional stage back in 1957.


Let’s face it, even Peter Hall’s direction couldn’t persuade us that George Kaufman and Edna Ferber’s comic celebration of the Barrymore dynasty, The Royal Family, was in urgent need of revival in the London of 2001. For all the skill of Julia Mackenzie, Harriet Walter, and Toby Stephens as a chaotic, swashbuckling Hollywood star in a Cyrano costume, it wasn’t all that funny. But then Judi Dench’s Fanny, the matriarch of the clan, was one of the few characters in the play not meant to be funny. She was pale, she was sick, and at the very end of the play she died; for her the stage wasn’t an opportunity either to show off or to accumulate money and fame.


No, it was a vocation that demanded utter commitment and total professionalism, and clearly got them from her. To hear Dame Judi’s Fanny coolly yet passionately describe preparing for a performance, or reiterate her determination to return to the boards, or tell her doubting granddaughter that her acting was ‘everything: work and play and meat and drink’, was to hear something unforgettable: a testimony to the power of the theatre that, you felt, flowed as much from the heart of the English dame as from the grande dame of the American stage.


The second performance came in 1997 in David Hare’s Amy’s View, in which Dame Judi played a feisty, doughty British actress who ended up losing pretty much everything: her beloved daughter, her own fiancé, her money, her house and her hopes of substantial success in the theatre. Yet there she was, sitting in her dressing room, quietly making up her face, waiting to appear in a play she thought a bit callow and pretentious yet also sincere and even ‘special’. And the gravity of Dame Judi’s looks and the grimly defiant set of her jaw as she prepared for her entry, and then went onstage, told us without need for more words what she and Hare believed. The theatre matters. The theatre is unique. The theatre lives.


I have to say I was much moved by what struck me as very close to a personal confession from a great actress with over forty years’ experience under her belt; and yet, as I write these words, I realise that I’m in danger of getting pompous and portentous. And the paradox of Dame Judi is that, though no actor is more painstaking about her craft and art, none is less pretentious about either. Even as she exposes her soul she has, so to speak, one foot on the ground. She likes to quote Michael Benthall, who directed her Ophelia back in 1957: ‘It’s only a play, you know.’ Partly this means that, unlike the sort of Method actor who goes into a self-absorbed rapture when he has to play a spear-carrier, Dame Judi knows that in the cosmic scheme of things the drama, like just about everything else, is transitory, ephemeral and at times a bit absurd. Partly, it reflects the innate humility of a woman whose strengths include humour, self-criticism and a refusal to be institutionalised as ‘great’. Partly, it’s a way of reminding us and herself that the theatre is also entertainment, fun – and can often be of the earth earthy.


She’s a complex, contradictory person, this Dench, and much the same as an actress. I’ve seen her be poignant, larky, sombre, slatternly, loving, grave, hilarious, coarse, majestic and a score of other things. You couldn’t say she has a distinct ‘style’, as that gloriously subtle ironist, Maggie Smith, has a style. And even Vanessa Redgrave can’t match her versatility. How many other actresses could make outstanding successes of Viola and Mother Courage, Cleopatra and Beatrice, Millamant and Lady Macbeth, O’Casey’s Juno and Wilde’s Lady Bracknell, the raucous, vulgar Christine in Rodney Ackland’s Absolute Hell and the grieving, lovelorn Queen Victoria of the film Mrs Brown, the middle-aged child who has returned to life from near-coma in Harold Pinter’s A Kind of Alaska and the title-character in Eduardo de Filippo’s Filumena?


Back in 1997, I had a chat with Dame Judi as she prepared to perform the last of these characters and, though she habitually agrees to appear in plays before she has read them, and did precisely that when Peter Hall offered her this particular part, her surprise at her casting was still evident. Filumena, you see, is a streetwise Neapolitan, an ex-prostitute who manipulates her long-time lover into marrying her on a ‘death-bed’ from which she promptly springs, restored to health and ready to do battle on behalf of the sons the poor, disoriented man never knew she had. Nobody, said Dame Judi at one point, would have dreamed of giving her such a role in a film.


‘Why not?’ I asked.


‘It’s hard to explain,’ she replied, ‘but in a film there’s too much of me. In the theatre I can sublimate myself and my personality much more. I can fool you into thinking I’m taller or older or younger than I am. In a film you’re cast because of what you look like, but in the theatre you’re not. And you have the opportunity to control yourself and your audience.’


That says plenty about the limitations of that over-literal medium, the film, and that gymnasium for lively imaginations, the theatre; but it also says plenty about Dame Judi. The great actor has the power, the nerve, the assurance, the immediacy and finally the undefinable magic to bounce you into believing the barely believable and agreeing that lead is silver or silver gold. And theatrical history tells us that the great actor has often overcome what might seem physical disadvantage. The aging Kean, for instance, was small, sickly and so hoarse he sounded like ‘a hackney coachman at one o’clock in the morning’, yet when his Othello scuttled in a gouty hobble up to William Macready’s much taller Iago and grabbed him by the throat, Kean ‘seemed to swell into a stature that made Macready seem small’.


Well, Dame Judi will, I’m sure, be pleased to be reassured that at seventy and rising she’s very far from the dissipated wreck that Kean became at a considerably younger age, but she is five-foot two and she does have a voice that once led her to consider putting up a notice for concerned spectators in the foyer of the Palace Theatre, where she was playing Sally Bowles in Cabaret: ‘Miss Judi Dench does not have a cold. This is her normal speaking voice.’ Yet that slight huskiness, the crack in her voice, call it what you will, has become a strength, for, in a curious way, it adds texture and depth, and sometimes pain and melancholy, to whatever character she’s playing. When you hear it you know that, even if she’s in a major-key role, the possibility of moving into a minor key exists.


Similarly with her height. She likes to joke about this, and, when Peter Hall asked her to play Cleopatra, she famously asked him why he wanted to cast ‘a menopausal dwarf’ in the role. There are, of course, occasions on which Dame Judi’s lack of inches works for her. Who can forget her tiny, battling Mother Courage, finding it harder and harder to keep tugging a big, awkward cart round and round the Barbican stage? But I can’t remember it working against her. Her Cleopatra did not lack magnificence or, indeed, size as she prepared for death, nor did she get the wrong kind of laughter when she described her rival Octavia as ‘dull of tongue and dwarfish’. And if I had been asked to guess the height of her Filumena – not something that occurred to me as she seized my imagination in the theatre – I would have said she was a formidable, even lanky five-foot eight or so.


But the important matters are, of course, the emotions Dame Judi can command and the intelligence which, along with a clarity of diction that’s becoming sadly rare even when the major classics are being performed by major companies, she brings to our stage. And from the very first she’s had the ability to radiate warmth, generosity of heart and, especially, love without becoming sentimental or implausible. All right, she began her career inauspiciously, getting reviews for the Ophelia she played at the Old Vic in 1957 – ‘a piece of Danish patisserie’ – so grudging and, frankly, sexist they would have floored a less resilient woman. But John Neville, who played Hamlet in the same revival, thought she was ‘very fine’, since ‘she had exactly the right quality – vulnerability’. And she went on to justify his faith not only at the Vic, where Kenneth Tynan brought his critical weight to defend Zeffirelli’s unwontedly realistic production of Romeo and Juliet against its detractors, and praised Judi Dench’s Juliet for calmness, wisdom and an encounter with John Stride’s Romeo that was ‘grave, awkward and extremely beautiful’, but also at Neville’s own Nottingham Playhouse.


This is where I myself entered the picture as her reviewer, for I briefly became the Guardian’s northern theatre critic and especially valued my visits to a spanking new theatre which then represented all that was fresh, hopeful and exciting in the British regions. I saw Judi Dench as a strong, moving Isabella in an updated Measure for Measure in 1965, and I saw her opposite Edward Woodward’s Elyot as Amanda in Coward’s Private Lives later the same year, remarking on the skill and wit with which she conveyed not only the character’s egoism but the rapport between herself and her ex-husband: ‘Together they successfully suggest that any honest love necessarily involves anger, frustration, jealousy and even violence.’


That airy reference to violence makes me feel uneasy now – though, when I recall Dame Judi’s Cleopatra, it doesn’t seem wholly misguided – but the overall point still stands. This actress isn’t only uniquely effective at incarnating love in its more straightforward manifestations: Imogen, Perdita, Chekhov’s Anya, and a Maria who did indeed adore Toby Belch. She’s without parallel when it comes to suggesting love’s intricacies and contradictions. I could cite a sweet, vital Viola, performed for the RSC at Stratford in 1969, who was wryly amused at the absurdity of wooing a rival in male disguise, yet brought a quiet intensity to the ‘patience on a monument’ speech and seemed almost eager to die at the hands of Richard Pasco’s Orsino when he turned on her, venomously accused her of treachery and, sounding as if he meant it, threatened her with murder. I could cite her Ranevskaya in The Cherry Orchard, denying her love for the unworthy man she’s left in Paris yet surreptitiously keeping and hiding the letter she’d just ostentatiously torn up, or her Arkadina in The Seagull, kittenish but cunning and so desperately afraid of losing her youth, her looks and her Trigorin that she wrestled him to the ground, lay on top of him, and began to tug off his trousers: a moment that gave extra frisson to the words with which she implored him to leave the house for Moscow: ‘You will come, yes?’


But the key case was surely that Cleopatra in 1987, a fine demonstration of Dame Judi’s well-known ability to skip seamlessly from mood to mood, feeling to feeling, as well as of her equally admired knack for conveying love. She was variously languorous, capricious, sad, nostalgic when she recalled her salad days, exuberant, imperious, scornful, reflective, impetuous, sullen, scarily angry, stunningly quick-witted, and inadvertently funny when the realisation that Octavia was younger than her sent her dashing in dismay, rage and panic for the exit. Typically, Dame Judi said that only once in the hundred times she played the part did she come close to getting it right; but that wasn’t the view of the critics, who recognised her near-infinite variety and especially the truth and force of the love that underpinned everything.


And with love often come loss, pain, grief, melancholy: feelings that didn’t only mark the last moments of her Cleopatra but have characterised many of her performances. If nobody is better at communicating relief, rapture and hard-earned delight than Dame Judi – think of her Beatrice, suddenly believing in the hostile Benedick’s devotion, or her Filumena, softening and sobbing as she realises that she can at long last stop screaming inside and put aside her slum ferocity – nobody is better at expressing regret, sorrow, desolation, despair.


Here, let’s not forget her Mrs Rafi in Edward Bond’s The Sea, an upper-crust gorgon who has spent her life tyrannising others yet ends up bleak and alone, looking askance at herself and realising she has squandered her life playing arid power-games and can hope only for a loveless old age. But here let’s especially remember her Desirée, the grande dame who has wryly, stubbornly, doughtily survived lovers, disappointments and a lifetime of playing Hedda Gabler in the Scandinavian provinces. When Dame Judi delivered Sondheim’s ‘Send in the clowns’, it wasn’t a sentimental dirge, still less a pretty crowd-pleaser but a carefully pondered piece of self-criticism and a deeply felt confession of personal failure. I can still remember the surprise and the applause as the National Theatre audience realised that Judi Dench had used her acting skills, including the crack in her voice, to reclaim an over-familiar song for emotional truth.


Emotional openness would, I suppose, sum up Dame Judi’s core strength, but it’s inadequate to explain her range. The improbable is a positive come-on for her. ‘I love it when people push me and say go on, try it, go on, fall 3,000 feet and see how you feel,’ she once told me. ‘I like variety and risk and unsuitability. Nobody thought I could play Cleopatra, for instance, or Lady Bracknell. But I hate being bored and that’s the way to avoid boredom and learn something new.’


Actually Peggy Ashcroft, Dame Judi’s friend, support and mentor, begged her not to attempt Wilde’s lady tyrannosaurus. But the opportunity to take a fresh look at a role that seemed to have been defined for all time by Edith Evans was too tempting. And, as often with Dame Judi, unexpected casting led to an unexpected interpretation. For one thing, she latched on to several usually unnoticed aspects of Lady Bracknell, such as the fact that she appeared to despise a husband with whom she had presumably made a socially and financially advantageous marriage, probably in her own salad days. So her Bracknell seemed younger than usual and rather too attracted to her handsome nephew, Algy.


Gradually Lady Bracknell the mythic monster evolved into Lady Bracknell the all-too-human snob and serenely avaricious bully. Even the bons mots were more real than usual, for this woman took conscious pride in uttering them and not a little satisfaction in the power over others they gave her. And when she came to the moment we were all waiting for, ‘A hand-bag?’, the words didn’t emerge, Evans-style, as a gigantic upper-crust gasp of affronted horror. Dame Judi slowly removed her spectacles, whispered ‘A hand-bag?’ in disbelief, and raced through the rest of her interview with the reticule’s original inhabitant, the foundling John Worthing, tearing up her notes by way of signalling the hopelessness of his quest.


Again, who would have supposed Dame Judi could make a success of Brecht’s Mother Courage, as she did in Howard Davies’s revival in 1984? Not even herself, because once again she accepted the director’s invitation to play the part without knowing the play and was, she later said, extremely angry when she realised she’d be spending the evening pushing not just a cart but a very dodgy, cumbersome cart. But, boy, how she transformed herself for the role. A roughly chopped frizz of red hair topped a doughy face that, as often as not, was stuck in a combative pout from which flat, dour vowels emerged. Sometimes she scuttled over the stage like a scavenging cockroach, sometimes she ducked and weaved like a boxer, sometimes she simply stood, a frowzy, over-age punk waiting for something objectively awful but commercially gainful to happen.


Here, too, there was plenty of invention and, indeed, reinvention. In the famous scene when the battlefield survivor has to look at the body of her executed son, and pretend not to recognise him, Brecht’s wife Helene Weigel ended up doing a great gaping imitation of the stricken horse in Picasso’s Guernica. Dame Judi was less showy and, again, more truthful. She bent forward and further forward until her stony, numb-looking face became invisible, only a slight shudder of the body and an over-speedy shake of the head betraying what she really felt. And when her Mother Courage finally set off in search of the older son we know to be dead too, she moved us for what even Brecht, with his dogmatic insistence on ‘alienation’, would surely have agreed to be all the right reasons: she was still tough, still unsentimental, still unselfpitying, still unaware that her short-term opportunism had caused her family’s everlasting destruction, still a remarkable example of human effort and human waste.


So, yes, Dame Judi can confound those who think of her primarily in warm, poignant, noble, or otherwise ‘positive’ roles: Hermione in The Winter’s Tale, exuding as much dignified defiance as pain when she entered the court set up by her demented husband, or Deborah in Pinter’s A Kind of Alaska, somehow overcoming her initial dismay and displaying a quiet, wise courage as she acknowledged that she’d been the twenty-nine-year victim of sleeping sickness, or O’Casey’s Juno: exhausted, cynically aware of her ‘paycock’ husband’s flaws and follies, yet brave, nurturing, resilient and innately so intelligent she made sense of the stage-direction which says that ‘were circumstances favourable, she would probably be a handsome, active and clever woman’. As witness Dame Judi’s Courage, her very common Dol Common in Jonson’s Alchemist, her rowdy Christine in Absolute Hell, her debauched Mistress Quickly in Kenneth Branagh’s film of Henry V, or her fierce, mocking Bessie Burgess in O’Casey’s Plough and the Stars, she can be brash, blowsy or ugly when she needs to be.


But can she go still further into the darkness? It may seem ungenerous to draw attention to what I regard as Dame Judi’s one limitation in a book celebrating her achievements, but I suspect that she herself wouldn’t wish that book to consist only of plaudits and praise, sweetness and light. The criticism she has sometimes attracted, that she’s too ‘nice’ for this or that role, seems to me demonstrably wrong. But I’ve never seen her embody evil: meaning malignity and malice, pure selfishness or destructiveness for its own sake. If Mark Rylance asked her to play Iago in one of his women-only productions at Shakespeare’s Globe – not an impossibility, because he admits to having tried and failed to persuade her to perform Brutus – I think she would do well to refuse.


In my view there’s a good, principled reason for this limitation, if limitation it is. She finds it difficult to believe in an absolute or motiveless evil. She hated playing Regan, for instance, and did her best to explain what she admitted to thinking inexplicable, the sheer awfulness of Lear’s most callous daughter. At the beginning of the performance she stammered and stuttered, infuriating the aggressive, impatient Lear, but found a new security and confidence with the coming of power over him. Her father’s cruelty had, you felt, brought about her own cruelty. It’s a perfectly legitimate interpretation, but it lacks Jacobean toughness and, in Dame Judi’s case, it didn’t quite add up. One moment she was a chillingly competent ward-sister, presiding over a radical eye-scrape, and the next she was reacting in horror to the killing of a husband she appeared to love and yet was required by Shakespeare promptly to forget in favour of the sexier Edmund.


She actually asked to be relieved of the role, as she did later with Gertrude in Hamlet, another character whose egregious behaviour she couldn’t understand. She was also uneasy playing Portia, because she disliked the play, on the grounds that everybody in it, including herself, had to behave pretty badly. ‘I’m not trying to whiten anyone,’ she once said, apropos Regan. ‘But it’s boring to come on as an ugly sister and just be ugly. I’m interested in how someone becomes ugly. People aren’t born wicked. It’s what happens to them, the turn of the wheel. I need to know why they are the way they are.’


Does this mean that her professional instincts, which are to find some fellow-feeling and motivation for every character, as well as her own personal faith in the innate goodness of people, are sometimes in conflict with the facts as a pessimistic dramatist would see them? Perhaps. When I reviewed her Bianca in the RSC’s revival of Women Beware Women in 1969 for the New Statesman, I was impressed by her nervous sexual surrender to Middleton’s voracious Duke, her post-coital scruple, her growing self-confidence, her lingering affection for the husband she manages to doom. But I wrote: ‘she never achieves the hardness of the poisoner she becomes.’ Again, it’s difficult to imagine her finding the icy vindictiveness to play Shakespeare’s Queen Margaret, as the less versatile Peggy Ashcroft successfully did. And yet Dame Judi’s need to explain, if not exactly to justify, is obviously a strength as well as a limitation.


Witness, above all, her Lady Macbeth.


It’s not surprising that Dame Judi’s performance of the character in 1976 was less in the tradition of Mrs Pritchard, the implacably grim, overpowering wife of Garrick’s essentially decent Macbeth, than in that of Ellen Terry, whose Lady Macbeth selflessly gave support and strength to Henry Irving’s sly, weak thane. Not that Ian McKellen, who played opposite her, was weak. Indeed, I’d rate his dark, stealthy, introverted Macbeth as the best I’ve seen. But he needed the right Lady, and he found her in Dame Judi, with the result that Trevor Nunn’s production was also the most intimate and quietly powerful I can recall.


Dame Judi entered with a letter she’d clearly read a score of times, and began to steel herself to do business with ‘murdering ministers’ who both fascinated and terrified her, all for the sake of a man she loved. Again and again she fought her own fear and his doubts, encouraging him, soothing him, virtually mothering him when Duncan’s murder looked like destroying his sense and sanity. But then – and there are barely noticeable lines which permit this – he began to rebuff and exclude her. And without the love that had motivated and sustained her, Dame Judi’s Lady Macbeth gradually fell apart, ending up with a sleepwalking scene which left her weeping in agony as she relived the nightmare, trying actually to bite and suck the blood out of her hand, and, like some broken animal, emitting a long thin yowl of protest, a hoarse sigh that shook her whole body and, at one performance, so deprived her of oxygen that she passed out.


Better, surely, this subtle, scrupulously planned yet emotionally authentic reading than the out-front evil of the Mrs Pritchards. But this raises a new question. How does Dame Judi do it, not once, not twice, but night after night? Like most actresses, she resists talking about her craft, but, when I pushed her, she compared constructing a role to manning a giant console in which there are many more buttons to press than there are lines to deliver. Everything has to be considered during a rehearsal process that should be as open as possible: the intonation of each word, the essence of the character, the intentions of the author – ‘and then you have to feel things, absolutely, in the gut, at the moment they occur’.


That implies an ability to react quickly and spontaneously to the shifting intonations or changing behaviour of other actors, and it’s here that her fellow professionals especially value her and, in a modest way, she seems to value herself. She’s done some fine things on the screen – who can forget her Mrs Brown or the baffled way in which her Iris Murdoch gradually disappeared into the mental void? – but it’s the rapport of the theatre that means by far the most to her. She’s quintessentially a company actor, so much so that the very idea of performing a solo or near-solo role, like Winnie in Beckett’s Happy Days, apparently alarms and appals her.


And here’s another set of contradictions. Judi Dench has sometimes been the company joker, often its leader and moral centre, and frequently both at once. As everyone in the profession knows, she is a prankster and, though she thinks she’s less of a giggler than she once was, she still finds it hard to resist corpsing when something silly happens onstage. John Miller’s biography of her contains many examples of this, and very funny they are. I suspect that largely they’re evidence of that camaraderie: those who can laugh together will work better together. But her own testimony is that corpsing comes partly from that wry realism of hers, ‘seeing how eccentric the whole business is’, and partly from the nervous pressure she has always felt when she goes onstage.


Dame Judi isn’t the only actor to admit to suffering from stage-fright. Olivier did so at times. Derek Jacobi and, even more seriously, Ian Holm have been disabled by it. But for Dame Judi the fear of letting down the audience, the author and herself is positively useful, because it produces the adrenalin that helps to explain her special combination of meticulousness and intensity. Stage-fright, she says, is necessary to her when she has to charge a character with terror, despair or another strong emotion. ‘I would,’ she says, ‘be extremely frightened if I didn’t feel fear.’
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