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  FOREWORD




  Stanley Wells




  Shakespeare has achieved such great fame as a poet and dramatist that it is easy to forget that – unlike most playwrights – he was also an actor. Very likely he acted before he started to write plays. He kept company with actors. He acted in plays written by other dramatists, including Ben Jonson, as well as in his own. He wrote parts with specific actors in mind, and he went on acting long after he became established as his company’s leading playwright. He left money to actors in his will, and it was two of his long-standing actor friends, John Heminges and Henry Condell, who, after he died, assembled his plays in the First Folio. Those plays were written from within, by a practitioner who knew how much he could ask of his actors, and who was aware of the specific strengths and limitations of those who would first perform them.




  Shakespeare knew too that his actors would make a creative contribution to theatrical realisation of what he wrote. There is an unwritten dimension to his plays which allows for the collaboration of his actors. I very much share Oliver Ford Davies’ view that ‘Shakespeare deliberately left major decisions to his actors’, that ‘the completion of character lies in the actor’s ability and personality’. While Shakespeare can cause his characters to express their inmost thoughts with matchless eloquence, he can also ask his actors to convey wordless emotion at crucial points of the action through such elementary signifiers as the ‘O, O, O!’ with which Lady Macbeth sighs out her heart in her sleepwalking scene, or the almost inarticulate cries of Othello over the dead Desdemona: ‘O Desdemon! Dead Desdemon! Dead! O! O!’ Performers share in the act of artistic creation; and this is one of the reasons why we can go on seeing the plays again and again, experiencing them afresh in every varied incarnation.




  It is fitting then that this guide to the performing of Shakespeare’s plays should be written by a long-practised and widely experienced member of the acting profession. Oliver Ford Davies has played an ample range of Shakespearean roles great and small. He knows the texts of the plays inside out, and he has seen and thoughtfully observed performances of them in a wide range of production styles. He has talked, too, to many of the leading Shakespeare actors of our time, and has supplemented his views with theirs in the interviews printed here. Also he has read widely and with understanding. He recognises that an actor’s innate talents can be valuably supplemented by knowledge of the original publication of Shakespeare’s plays, of the circumstances of their composition and of their early performance, of the language of his time and his principles of versification. He is able to warn his readers against commonly held superstitions such as the idea that the punctuation and capitalisation of the Folio offer reliable guides to performance, or that there is any point in trying to reproduce archaic spellings preserved by editors. His book will be an invaluable guide to those who act and to all who wish to gain deeper insights into the performance of Shakespeare’s plays.




  Stanley Wells is Emeritus Professor of Shakespeare Studies and former Director of the Shakespeare Institute, Stratford-upon-Avon. He is General Editor of the Oxford and the Penguin editions of Shakespeare, co-editor of the Oxford Companion to Shakespeare, and author of many books, including Shakespeare: A Dramatic Life, Shakespeare for All Time and Shakespeare and Co. He is Chair of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, Honorary Governor Emeritus of the Royal Shakespeare Company, and a member of the Board of Directors of the Globe Theatre, London.
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  INTRODUCTION




  This book is for anyone who wants to perform Shakespeare – student, professional or amateur. At the same time it’s not simply a ‘how to’ book, as it discusses many of the issues writers and critics have raised in recent years. It concentrates on acting Shakespeare’s text, while not denying that wholesale rewritings, whether in a Japanese King Lear or an African Macbeth, have proved Shakespeare an enormous inspiration in modern theatre and film.




  My main reason for writing is the absence of any book by an actor on the whole wide range of performing in Shakespeare. As an actor I feel there is some accumulated experience that is worth setting down, if only to support, and hopefully guide, other actors’ process of discovery. The book is inevitably a personal view, but it is not a succession of reminiscences. I have acted in most of Shakespeare’s plays over the past forty years (partly during my twelve years with the Royal Shakespeare Company) – some plays more than once, and these include Hamlet, King Lear, Twelfth Night, Romeo and Juliet, Richard II, As You Like It, Henry IV, Henry V, Coriolanus and Measure for Measure. Those that have so far eluded me include Richard III, Pericles, Cymbeline, King John and (surprisingly) Macbeth. My examples are largely drawn from the more popular plays since, fond as I am of Timon and the three Henry VIs, they won’t be familiar to most readers.




  I am aware that dividing the acting process into Preparation, Rehearsal and Performance is to some extent an illusion since they overlap so much, and that placing topics like Politics, Sex or Character into one chapter rather than another may seem arbitrary. But I was anxious to give the development of a performance some sense of structure, even if the actor’s best ideas come at the most unexpected moments. I didn’t want to weigh the book down with too many footnotes, giving the exact reference for every actor’s brief remark, but I have provided fairly comprehensive Notes on Sources, a Bibliography and Index. I have often used the term ‘Elizabethan’, when ‘Elizabethan and Jacobean’, or even ‘Jacobethan’ (terrible word) would be more correct, if unwieldy. Throughout the book I have used for quotations and line references The Norton Shakespeare (based on the Oxford edition), general editor Stephen Greenblatt, New York and London: W.W. Norton & Co., 1997.




  The question of the performer’s gender is tricky. I have used the word ‘actor’ throughout, just as I would if we were doctors or plumbers. I dislike continually referring to the actor as ‘he’, but I find the terms ‘he/she’ or ‘s/he’ clumsy. I have therefore experimented with using ‘she’ and ‘he’ in alternate chapters, and hope this won’t prove confusing.




  Of course I hope you will read the whole book. But I have arranged it in such a way that if your interest lies in language, rehearsal, or actor interviews you can cut straight to them – and then perhaps give the other chapters a chance as well . . .
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  THE ELIZABETHAN ACTOR




  

    An actor’s art can die, and live to act a second part.




    1623 folio


  




  Why bother with what actors did four hundred years ago? If you feel this strongly, skip this chapter, but I think you will be missing a valuable source of help. Shakespeare was an acting member of a permanent company – unlike, say, Congreve, Wilde or Stoppard – and wrote for a particular theatre, audience and group of actors. Hard evidence is scanty, but there are signs that he tailored his plays to suit his chosen stages and company of actors. To have some knowledge of the Elizabethan stage must be a help in understanding how to interpret and perform the plays.




  THE ROOTS OF ELIZABETHAN THEATRE




  The tradition of acting in plays went back many centuries, and by the sixteenth century took several forms. There were various kinds of religious plays – morality plays, saint plays and biblical plays – promoted by towns and parishes and performed by local amateurs, sometimes supplemented by travelling actors we might call semi-professional. The most ambitious of these were the mystery cycles, presented by the great civic authorities, often with elaborate stage effects. But Catholic doctrine was inevitably an integral part of these scripts, and so they increasingly fell foul of both the state and local Protestant authorities. The last York cycle was performed in 1575, the Coventry cycle in 1579, and in 1581 the government prohibited them altogether. The morality tradition lived on, however, and can be seen in Marlowe’s Good and Bad Angels in Dr Faustus, and in Shakespeare’s Father and Son who flank Henry VI after the Battle of Towton.




  There was a strong tradition of touring players, entertainers and minstrels – would-be professionals who could turn their hands to other things when times were hard. Civic authorities also funded plays and entertainments, either based on local figures such as Robin Hood or to celebrate the various Christian festivities. Schools and universities were active in promoting drama, because public speaking and the art of rhetoric were fundamental to Tudor education. There was a tradition of boy choristers performing at court and in aristocratic households, often in large-cast plays with music that had religious or political agendas. In 1576 the Chapel Children moved to a theatre in Blackfriars and were the predecessors of Hamlet’s ‘eyrie of children, little eyases’, strong competition for the adult companies. Finally there were acting companies attached to the court and aristocratic households. Encouraged by Henrys VII and VIII a new theatrical tradition emerged after 1500, rooted in the emerging tide of humanism. These ‘interludes’ were classically inspired allegories like John Skelton’s Magnificence (1515–18) or romantic comedies such as Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister (1530?). They contained characters, themes, and an emphasis on internal moral struggle that greatly influenced Elizabethan playwrights. These early Tudor household players were at first part-timers, with other household and musical duties. Gradually they formed more independent groups, touring a great deal, but always under the umbrella of aristocratic patronage. This patronage enabled them to travel unhindered by the Elizabethan proclamations against wandering vagabonds, as well as giving them some protection at court and in government; in return their patron gained both prestige and entertainment at his various feasts and gatherings. In the 1570s and 1580s there were about a dozen such troupes. By 1594, as a result of amalgamations, the main permanent troupes were the Lord Chamberlain’s Men based at the Theatre in Shoreditch, the Lord Admiral’s Men at the Rose in Southwark, and the Queen’s Men formed in 1583 to tour and make court appearances.1




  Shakespeare therefore could have become hooked on theatre from many different sources. He would have studied rhetoric and acted in plays at the King’s New School in Stratford. He would have seen the many touring companies which his father, as town bailiff in 1569, had to license as well as attending the first performance. He could have seen the entertainments at the Queen’s visit to nearby Kenilworth in 1575, and he might even have seen the last Coventry mystery cycle when he was fifteen. If he was the ‘William Shakeshafte’, who was working in 1581 as a tutor in Lancashire, he would have come into contact with Lord Strange’s acting company when they toured there, and that might have given him the patronage that took him to London some time after 1585 (when his last, twin children were born) and propelled him into acting and writing at both the Theatre and the Rose by 1590. There is some speculation that he may have joined the Queen’s Men when they visited Stratford in 1587, shortly after the murder of one of their players, William Knell. His acting skills could therefore have been honed at school, in local festivities, and through a connection with one of the touring companies. All this is conjecture . . . but at the same time, Shakespeare’s extraordinary theatrical talent must have been nurtured somewhere.




  THE ACTORS




  We have the names of nearly a thousand actors between 1560 and 1640. Where did they all come from? Some were entertainers – minstrels, jugglers, tumblers like Richard Tarlton – or comedians and dancers of jigs, like Will Kemp who played Dogberry and was probably the first Falstaff. Some actors were tradesmen, from goldsmiths to butchers, who abandoned the professions their fathers had carved out for them. Theatrical dynasties were already being established. Richard Burbage (1568–1619), Shakespeare’s star actor, followed his father on to the stage and was acclaimed by the age of sixteen. The female parts were played by boys, who were usually apprenticed from the age of ten upwards to an individual player and maintained by him. John Heminges apprenticed ten such through his long career. In their late teens, when they could no longer speak in a convincingly high register, they might graduate to male parts (see here). Then there must have been those who simply hung around the theatres doing odd jobs, hoping to worm their way into playing. If Shakespeare arrived from Stratford with no professional experience he may have been among those hopefuls (one tradition has him holding horses for visiting gentry).2




  We have no record of how actors were auditioned or assessed. Some bought a share in a company: in the 1590s £50 seems to have been the going rate, and this is what Shakespeare paid in 1594 when he passed from Lord Strange’s company into the newly re-formed Lord Chamberlain’s Men. We don’t know how he raised such a large sum (many thousands in modern terms). It may have been through an aristocratic patron like the Earl of Southampton, but it more likely reflects the success of his early plays and of his poems, Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. By 1594, when he was thirty, he had already written the three Henry VIs, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Titus Andronicus, The Taming of the Shrew, Richard III, and possibly The Comedy of Errors and Love’s Labour’s Lost. The eight ‘sharers’ of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (all of whom were actors in the company) provided capital which helped buy plays, costumes and other equipment, and pay the rent. In return they took a cut of box-office takings. They needed to hire staff as musicians, stage-keepers, book-keepers, property makers, etc., and also as performers. Shakespeare’s plays needed between twelve and sixteen actors, so the eight sharers and perhaps three boys would need to hire several men to make up the cast, probably doubling and trebling the smaller parts. Hired men were usually paid ten shillings a week in London and five shillings on tour. The stage may have been an exclusively male world, but not the theatre at large. Women were engaged in making costumes, hats and properties, and as dressers, hairdressers, doorkeepers, ticket-sellers, vendors of food, drink and tobacco – and most important for profligate actors, as pawn-brokers.3 It is also possible that they wrote, or co-wrote, plays under male pseudonyms.




  The Chamberlain’s Men thought of themselves as a ‘brotherhood’, and remained very loyal to their company. They intermarried, lent one another money, and certainly while Shakespeare and Burbage were alive there seems to have been little internal discord. Burbage was acknowledged their star and played Richard III, Hamlet, Othello, Lear and other leads until his death in 1619. Will Kemp was their first star comic, and after he left the company in 1599 Robert Armin probably played Feste and the other professional fools. We know the names of almost all the other actors, but we have no reliable guide to what they played. Contemporary accounts almost never single out individual actors, so although a tradition has grown up that Shakespeare had no great talent as a performer, there is little evidence either way. He may have been the great Claudius or Iago of his day, or he may have played a line of parts that included, for example, Benvolio, Grumio, Gaunt, Polonius and Duncan.4 It’s possible that he retired as an actor sometime after 1603, certainly by 1611, but it’s significant that he remained an actor into his 40s, when other playwrights like Ben Jonson and Anthony Munday gave up performing as soon as they could. Perhaps the success of Hamlet was partly due to the author keeping an eye on everything on stage as the Ghost, Polonius or the Gravedigger – or possibly all three?




  THE THEATRES




  The Red Lion (1567) in Stepney is the first recorded London theatre, though it was almost certainly a converted inn and survived for only a few months. James Burbage, Richard’s father, constructed the first purpose-built theatre in 1576, called simply the Theatre, and it was here in Shoreditch that many of Shakespeare’s early plays, like Romeo and Juliet, were first seen. His very first plays, like 1 Henry VI, were probably presented at the Rose, built by Philip Henslowe in Southwark in 1587. All these theatres were built in the ‘liberties’ outside the City boundaries, because rents were cheaper and there was no interference from mayoral regulations or city neighbours.




  In 1596 Burbage converted part of the old Blackfriars monastery into a small indoor theatre for the Chamberlain’s Men when their lease on the Theatre ran out in 1597. Unfortunately a local petition about traffic, noise and undesirables caused the privy council to forbid its adult use, and it reverted to a more amenable boys’ company. After a difficult two years hiring other venues the company took the timbers from the Theatre – much to the landlord’s fury – across the river, and used them to build the Globe close to the Rose in Southwark. It’s intriguing to think that if Burbage’s original Blackfriars scheme had succeeded, the Globe might never have been built, and all Shakespeare’s mature work would have been first presented in an intimate indoor theatre (66 by 46 feet, with a 30-foot-wide end-on stage), and might have taken a somewhat different form.5




  The Globe opened in 1599 and was, however, a great success. Using knowledge gained at the Theatre and the Rose, the company devised an extremely flexible space. The outer walls were probably hexagonal, about 100 feet in diameter and 36 feet high. The inner walls afforded a depth of 12 feet for three levels of tiered benches topped by a thatched roof (the cause of the 1613 fire). The stage jutted out into the central yard, where the groundlings could partly surround it. If it was similar to the smaller Fortune, built the following year, it had a stage 43 feet wide by 27 ½ feet deep and about 5 feet high. This stage was large enough for leading players to stand centre, and commentators (clowns or characters like Iago) to prowl the edges making quips and asides to the audience. Recent discoveries from the foundations of the Rose suggest that its stage was not a simple rectangle, but tapered from 36 feet to 26 feet at the front and was only 15 feet deep. The problems of how to keep actors apart and how to make one scene flow into another were solved with great ingenuity. At the back of the stage was a central ‘discovery space’ where, behind a curtain, characters could be revealed – Polonius eavesdropping perhaps, or Miranda and Ferdinand playing chess. On either side were doors, enabling characters to enter and exit ‘severally’. Behind was the dressing room, or ‘tiring house’. Above on a second level was a gallery, divided into sections, which could serve for Juliet’s balcony and characters ‘aloft’, probably housed the musicians (viol, lute, oboe and trumpets), and provided some special seating for ‘lords’ at a shilling a time (suggesting that the actors may have been conscious that they were playing to some extent in the round). Above that was a window, known as the ‘top’, from which Brabantio might look out or Prospero spy ‘invisible’. At the back of this highest level was a room where storm and other effects could be created (cannon-balls rolling round a trough to create thunder).




  A canopy covered part of the acting area, with the painted ‘Heavens’ on its underside, which were ‘hung with black’ for tragedy. This canopy was probably supported by two pillars, their existence, position and width still a matter of much dispute, which could serve as trees or places to hide. In the stage floor was a trap, which could have provided a prison for Barnardine or a grave for Ophelia. There was cellarage below the stage for Hamlet’s ‘old mole’ to make his groans. Various large props – beds, thrones, tables – could be pushed on by attendants, but essentially word and action rather than scenery conveyed a sense of place. Shakespeare was writing specifically for this space, which imposed itself on both the writing and the performance of the plays. His stage directions make it clear that the scene was both the prescribed location and the Globe. The audience were never in any doubt that they were in a theatre.




  The company shareholders became the owners (‘householders’) of the Globe. English actors had never owned their own building before, and sadly never would again on the same principles of commonwealth. It was probably the most cooperative and democratic organisation of its time. Decisions about repertoire, casting and finance were taken collectively by the sharers – something modern actors might ponder on. When James I came to the throne in 1603, he decided to take all the companies under royal patronage. The Chamberlain’s became the King’s Men, the Admiral’s Prince Henry’s Men and the recently established Worcester’s the Queen’s Men. The number of productions presented at court greatly increased, as did royal payments. The sharers in the King’s Men became Grooms of the Chamber, a sharp rise in social rank, though it could involve standing around at court to swell the numbers when foreign ambassadors needed impressing. Shakespeare’s company was now recognised both at home and abroad as the finest in the land.




  In 1608 the company finally got hold of the Blackfriars Theatre (the boys’ company had put on a politically contentious play that had offended James I). And from the following year the King’s Men began to perform at the Blackfriars in winter and the Globe in summer, thereby extending their season and becoming less dependent on touring. Blackfriars only seated 600, against the Globe’s 2–3,000, but its price range was sixpence to two shillings and sixpence, while most of the Globe’s audience only paid one penny standing and up to sixpence seated (at a time when an artisan might earn a shilling a week and a schoolmaster eight shillings). Blackfriars therefore had a potentially bigger take (in 1612 it took £1,000 more a season than the Globe); it was not dependent on the weather; and the acting could be subtler, so that it gradually became the company’s preferred venue. Shakespeare’s final plays were probably written for this smaller stage. High society certainly approved, as the prices made the venue more exclusive, women felt safer, and, unlike the Globe, the more you paid, the closer you were to the stage. In the 1630s Queen Henrietta Maria paid four private visits – pace the film Shakespeare in Love, Queen Elizabeth wouldn’t have been seen dead in a common playhouse.6




  By 1610 Shakespeare was a rich man. His share of the rents and box office of the two theatres must have yielded him over £150 p.a. With payment for the two plays a year, which he wrote on average for the company, and rents and tithes round Stratford worth £80, his total income was not far short of £300 p.a. This was not wealth to compare with an aristocrat at £3,000 p.a., or even Edward Alleyn (1566–1626), star of the Admiral’s Men and shrewd property investor, who eventually bought the manor of Dulwich for £10,000. But in modern terms it certainly put Shakespeare’s income into six figures.




  REPERTOIRE, CASTING AND TOURING




  In the 1590s a company might put on thirty to forty plays in a season (late summer till spring, with a six-week break during Lent), of which over half would be new. This is a huge number, and the majority haven’t survived. Even if we have the name of a lost play we rarely know its author: it’s only by one chance reference that we know Thomas Kyd wrote The Spanish Tragedy, perhaps the most interesting pre-Shakespearean work. £6 seems to have been the going rate a playwright could expect for a new play in the 1590s, and, though not princely, it was enough to attract many hard-up, university-trained writers. Some new plays only got one performance, most only three to five, and few plays stayed in the repertoire for more than a year or two. Richard II, probably written in 1595, was described in 1601 as ‘so old and so long out of use that they should have small or no company at it’. By the early 1600s the King’s Men were giving plays longer runs (Henry VIII was on its third consecutive performance when the Globe burnt down in 1613), and this would reflect the growing popularity of Shakespeare, Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher. By the 1630s the company was only buying three or four new plays a year, though the price had risen to £20.




  It seems from cast lists that all company members were in every play, performing a different one almost every afternoon of the week. Typecasting must have been common; Hamlet, talking to the Players, lists the king, the adventurous knight, the lover, the humorous man, the clown and the lady as typical characters in a play. Although he may be poking fun at an old-fashioned minor troupe, in the printed texts Claudius and Gertrude are always referred to as ‘King’ and ‘Queen’, and the Gravediggers are ‘Clowns’. Some characters never even acquired a personal name – Lady Macbeth (she is simply called ‘Lady’ in the folio), the Jailer’s Daughter in The Two Noble Kinsmen, and the Duke in Measure for Measure (‘Vincentio’ is only found in the folio cast list). Some actors were praised for their versatility – Burbage could easily have played Hamlet and Malvolio on successive afternoons – but in those plays frequently revived actors probably stuck with an agreed line of roles, and handed them on at death or retirement. We know that when Burbage died in 1619, Joseph Taylor joined the company and took over many of his parts – and probably his interpretations.




  Touring took place in the summer, or when, as in 1592–4 and 1608–9, the London playhouses were closed due to plague. The King’s Men concentrated on aristocratic country houses and areas not too far from London – Cambridge and Ipswich; Dover and Rye; Bristol and Bath – though at times they went as far west as Devon and as far north as Shropshire.7 It is unlikely that all the sharers went on these tours, and sometimes they must have expanded to two companies. Then, as later, there were dozens of out-of-work actors hanging round London waiting for ill-paid summer tours.




  REHEARSAL




  Rehearsal took place in the morning (probably 9 a.m. to noon), performance in the afternoon (2 to 5 p.m.), and visits to the tavern most evenings. New plays entered the repertoire roughly every fortnight, but the demands of reviving old shows made it unlikely that they got twelve mornings’ rehearsal.8 The best-case scenario was that an author gave a reading of the substance of a play to the sharers, who then paid him to finish it. The author might then give a reading to the whole company of his finished draft (as Chekhov and Shaw later did), which was his chance to give line-readings and a general indication of how he wanted it performed. The actors themselves might then read through the play, before taking their parts home to learn. Sometimes none of these stages took place, and the actors learnt their parts before they had any idea what the play was about.




  The ‘part’ was what we now call a cue-script and contained only the words to be spoken by an individual character, with a few cue-words preceding each speech. This was to save on paper and copying – a hugely expensive and time-consuming task – and also to prevent a complete script falling into the hands of a rival company or an unscrupulous printer (there were of course no copyright laws). The one ‘part’ that survives gives only one, two or three words of cue, and no indication of the cue speaker or to whom the speech is directed. There are a few property and action notes, viz: ‘begins to weep’. Cue-scripts in fact survived into the 1950s, and were regularly used by the Aldwych farceurs, presumably adding a teasing element of surprise and improvisation to the rehearsals.




  Learning (‘studying’) a part must have been done in the evenings – before, during or after the tavern – or when not called to rehearsal. Actors needed to be ‘quick studies’: Quince tells his cast, ‘Here are your parts, and I am to entreat you, request you, and desire you, to con [learn] them by tomorrow night.’ It seems that only one group rehearsal took place, but this would have concentrated on entrances and exits, the blocking of large group scenes, and on costumes and props. There was no run-through or dress rehearsal as we would understand it. There must have been rehearsals of songs, dances and fights, and it seems likely that actors who needed to work closely with one another – Othello and Iago, Belch and Aguecheek – would have gone through their scenes together, perhaps in the small tiring rooms. Boy players might be instructed by their masters; and schools, universities and the court might call in playwrights or players to instruct their actors. Little analytical discussion took place, actors were simply told how to ‘speak their parts emphatically and to the life’. Hamlet instructs his players to ‘speak the speech . . . as I pronounced it to you’.




  If Quince’s direction of the Mechanicals is anything to go by, Shakespeare or Burbage might have given some of the actors line-readings and moves, and would have made arrangements about rehearsals, costumes, props and music. Shakespeare very likely wrote his later plays with certain actors in mind, but much of his direction was already written into the text (see here). Authors weren’t the play’s principal selling point: deaths, madness, royalty and comedy held greater attraction for customers. Authors’ names rarely appear in the printed quartos, though it’s a measure of Shakespeare’s fame that his name features more after 1600, and that unscrupulous printers attached his name to plays clearly not his. A key figure was the book-keeper (prompter), who seems to have cast the small parts, made revisions to the text (suggested by actors, authors, or even the Master of the Revels who licensed each play), and may have given further instruction during performance. At rehearsals and/or performance, a ‘platt’, or plot, about two feet wide and three feet long, was hung in the wings to inform or remind the cast of entrances and give some outline of the plot.




  The first performance must have been quite a happening. No one may have seen a complete run-through of the play, so it was tried out cold on an audience. If they disapproved (‘damned’ it), the play was probably never seen again, and it is possible therefore that the cast didn’t invest too much time and effort in it – though it would seem likely that they took a new play by Shakespeare, their house dramatist, very seriously indeed. If the play succeeded, it is likely that author and cast set about rewriting and re-rehearsing it in the light of what they had learned for a second presentation a week or two later. Productions must have markedly improved as they settled in, however much adrenalin had been generated at the first performance through not being sure when to speak or what happens next. Some of Shakespeare’s more difficult plays, like Timon of Athens, seem to have received very few performances. Troilus and Cressida was never presented at the Globe: the 1609 quarto says it was not ‘sullied with the smoky breath of the multitude’. What is clear is that actors needed a fabulous memory, since they couldn’t rely on the constant repetition of rehearsal to learn a part, and yet they needed to keep twenty or thirty plays in their head at a time (I’ve carried 1,800 lines round with me during a Stratford season; 6,000 would be mind-blowing). Several texts show how playwrights scorned the actor ‘who is out of his part’, but a lot of extemporising must have gone on. Sometimes improvisation was written into the part: Greene’s Tu Quoque offers the stage direction, ‘Here they two talk and rail [jest or rally] what they list’, just as they do in pantomime to this day.9 Shakespeare disapproved of ad-libbing, if Hamlet is any indication: ‘Let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for them.’




  In the absence of elaborate scenery the most lavish visual attraction were the costumes. Theatres carried a certain amount of stock, and their loss in a fire could be a catastrophe, but they relied mainly on actors providing their own. An actor playing several parts had a basic costume, to which he added a tunic, cloak or helmet to distinguish the role for the audience. A rare contemporary drawing of a play in performance, Titus Andronicus, suggests that even in Roman plays the basic costume was Elizabethan, and a toga or a wreath was added to give a period feel. Leading actors had ornate and probably very fashionable costumes, particularly when playing royalty. Thomas Heywood was paid £6 13s for a black velvet gown for his play A Woman Killed with Kindness, when he had only been paid £6 for writing it. The most valuable possession that one actor could bequeath to another was his stock of costumes, swords and musical instruments. Theatres had fines for lateness, drunkenness and missing rehearsals, but at the Rose the fine for removing a costume from the playhouse was forty times greater than that for missing a performance.10




  VOICE, GESTURE AND ACCENT




  The Elizabethans had a strong belief in truthful acting; ‘lively and naturally’ were the watchwords. The player who ‘affects grossly’ is ‘so far forced from life’ that he betrays himself ‘to be altogether artificial’. If the actor is not moved himself he cannot move his audience; ‘the passion which is in our breast is the fountain and origin of all external actions’. The key was ‘vox, vultus, vita’: voice, facial expression, and life/animation.




  Voice was key, particularly in the open air. Actors learnt to ‘speak their parts emphatically and to the life’. Men and boys who had been taught ‘every trope, every figure, as well of words as of sentence’ would be able to handle the verse. The inflection of the voice was vital not merely for sense but to do justice to the language, for ‘without this change of voice neither any irony, nor lively metaphor can well be discerned’. Heywood, who wrote or contributed to some 220 plays, says in his Apology for Actors (1612) that ‘actors should either know how to speak as scholars, or possess a natural volubility’ which enables them to speak well even when they don’t understand the text [never trust that an actor knows what he’s saying]. But through training, the scholar could be taught to speak well, and the natural actor to appreciate the ‘ingeniousness’ of the lines, ‘but where a good tongue and a good conceit [witty understanding] both fail, there can never be a good actor’.11 So, no change there.




  Equal importance was attached to ‘external action’; movement, facial expression, gesture. It is difficult to reconstruct how broad this ‘action’ was. In Henry VIII Norfolk describes Wolsey thus:




  

    Some strange commotion




    Is in his brain. He bites his lip, and starts,




    Stops on a sudden, looks upon the ground,




    Then lays his finger on his temple, straight




    Springs out into fast gait, then stops again,




    Strikes his breast hard, and anon he casts




    His eye against the moon. In most strange postures




    We have seen him set himself.




    (3.2.113–9)


  




  How strange is this posture? Is Norfolk exaggerating, parodying, or faithfully reporting? We know that ‘wringing of the hands’ was an accepted expression of grief. Did men strike their breast hard to express passion or remorse? One spectator claimed actors ‘would revoke and bow back their whole body, and wind and wrest about their very sides’.




  The whole matter is complicated by seventeenth-century manuals of gesture. They were intended for use in schools and universities, and for anyone who practised ‘oratory’ or public speaking. John Bulwer writes in his Natural Language of the Hand (1644) that ‘the art was first formed by rhetoricians . . . but most strangely enlarged by actors, the ingenious counterfeitors of men’s manners’. Bulwer gives 120 illustrations of hand gestures, denoting triumph, indignation, scorn, despair, supplication, etc., forms of mime we now associate with classical ballet. We don’t know if actors routinely used these. It seems likely that young actors and boys were taught some of these gestures as a shorthand, an agreed external expression of inward passion: ‘in a sorrowful part the head must hang down; in a proud, the head must be lofty; in an amorous, closed eyes, hanging down looks, & crossed arms; in a hasty, fuming & scratching the head &c.’12 It may have been necessary at the Globe, where the actor’s face and front were never visible to the entire audience and he may therefore during long speeches have turned through 180 degrees. The new replica Globe on the South Bank has shown, however, that quite small gestures and expressions, skilfully placed, can register even at the extremities of the theatre.




  The Elizabethans rightly attached great importance to the eyes. Shakespeare is full of references to them; angry, rolling, terrible, subdued, cloyed, still-gazing. The ‘throwing of the eye’ was an essential part of the actor’s equipment.13 Cymbeline comments at the end of the play:




  

    See,




    Posthumus anchors upon Imogen,




    And she, like harmless lightning, throws her eye




    On him, her brothers, me, her master, hitting




    Each object with a joy. The counterchange




    Is severally in all.




    (5.5.393–8)


  




  Every generation, every decade even, proclaims a new naturalism. This was certainly true in the 1590s. As early as 1592 Shakespeare has Buckingham comment on the current mode of tragic acting, though we can’t be certain whether he is recording or making fun of it:




  

    Tut, I can counterfeit the deep tragedian,




    Tremble and start at wagging of a straw,




    Speak, and look back, and pry on every side,




    Intending deep suspicion; ghastly looks




    Are at my service, like enforced smiles . . .




    (Richard III; 3.5.5–9)


  




  Pistol’s bombast in Henry IV and V, however, we can take to be a parody of the old ‘pantomimick’ speech and manner. By 1600 the departure of the ad-libbing clown Will Kemp, the move to the Globe, and the great cycle of tragedies starting with Hamlet seem to mark the point where Shakespeare’s company was identified with truthful naturalism. ‘Overdoing’ is the most consistent criticism of actors brought by contemporaries, but they also emphasise that each actor must develop his own individual style: ‘no man can put off his own and put on another’s nature’.14 It seems agreed that actors, however flamboyant, were much better at natural gesture than orators. ‘Take care,’ Bulwer warns, ‘that variety of gesture may answer the variety of voice and words.’ In other words, ‘suit the action to the word, the word to the action’.




  We will never be certain how Elizabethan actors pronounced Shakespeare’s text, but certain deductions have been made from spellings in folio and quartos, rhymes, and the number of feet and the rhythms of the iambic pentameter. The general tendency was towards speed and economy, and experiments at the new Globe have shown that verbal contractions can help actors to deliver the text significantly faster. Syllables were often missed out, as in ‘murd’rous’, ‘wat’ry’, and ‘nat’ral’. It would seem the ‘h’ was often dropped from ‘him’ and ‘her’, and ‘he’ was often ‘a’. Nature and torture have no ‘ch’ in the middle, nor pleasure its ‘zh’. The final ‘g’ of words ending in ‘-ing’ was often dropped. The ‘r’ after vowels was strongly rolled, giving it a West Country sound, and for words beginning with ‘wh’ the ‘w’ was strongly aspirated. Vowels are more difficult to pin down, as there seems little consistency. When ‘haste’ is spelt ‘hast’ in the folio, is that how it was pronounced? ‘Love’ sometimes rhymes with ‘prove’, ‘feast’ with ‘best’, ‘one’ with ‘alone’ – but sometimes not. The ‘ee’ in ‘see’ and ‘peace’ was pronounced ‘ay’, yet the ‘ay’ in ‘say’ is quite short and staccato.15




  It is clear that regional accents were very varied. Plays often poke fun at northern,Welsh, Irish and Scottish accents – witness Fluellen, MacMorris and Jamy in Henry V – and Raleigh was mocked at court for his broad Devon. There was also a lower-class London accent, much used by Ben Jonson in his comedies, but also by Shakespeare for Bardolph and Nym. By process of elimination there would seem to be a recognised south-eastern accent used at court, and aped by the emergent middle classes. It may have had the flavour of West Country, Irish or even modern American, but it is hard not to conclude that there was an accepted upper-class southern accent which would have been used on stage in posh parts and contrasted with lower-class characters. George Puttenham advised writers in 1589 to:




  

    take the usual speech of the Court, and that of London and the shires lying about London within sixty miles, and not much above. I say not this but that in every shire of England there be gentlemen and others that speak . . . as good Southern as we of Middlesex or Surrey do, but not the common people of every shire, to whom the gentlemen and also their learned clerks do for the most part condescend.16


  




  CHARACTER AND PERSONATION




  It is often said that the idea of ‘character’, the study of a person’s complex and varied psychology, didn’t emerge till the birth of the novel in the mid-eighteenth century. It is true that to the Elizabethans ‘character’ meant simply handwriting or a distinctive mark, but it would be hard to argue that Hamlet or Cleopatra are not ‘character studies’ in our modern sense. Elizabethan science had a theory of ‘humours’, that a person’s health was determined by the balance of the elements of water, air and heat within the body, and that this controlled the production of blood, phlegm and bile which might result in anger or melancholy. The ‘comedy of humours’ therefore was based on a cast of ‘types’, whose actions were determined by an unwavering disposition to lust, jealousy, anger, etc. Ben Jonson’s plays are usually cited as examples of this approach – as in Every Man out of His Humour (1598) – though his characters often have more range and complexity. Shakespeare’s studies of jealousy in Othello and The Winter’s Tale, or melancholia in Jacques and Don Armado, owe something to the concept of humours.




  By 1600 a new term appears – ‘personation’ – to describe the way the actor behaves as if he were the imagined person come to life. Heywood wrote that good actors should ‘qualify everything according to the nature of the person personated . . . and they should appear to you to be the self-same men’ they represented. It was ‘as if the personator were the man personated, so bewitching a thing is lively and well-spirited action, that it hath power to new-mould the hearts of the spectators’. When Hamlet speaks of the Player King’s ‘whole function suiting with forms’, he means that everything – pace, tone, rhythm, stress, volume, gesture and movement – was adjusted to the character he personated. Hamlet also calls for ‘a passionate speech’ and describes the player being ‘in a dream of passion’. ‘Passionating’ was the other key word the Elizabethans used to describe the art of acting. They loved to see actors passing rapidly from one emotion to another, and this Hamlet’s quicksilver imagination supplied in plenty. A spectator at Macbeth in 1611 described how, at the sight of Banquo’s ghost, Burbage ‘fell into a great passion of fear and fury’. The fluidity of passion, of life itself, was the touchstone of great acting.17




  Shakespeare’s tragic heroes have a far greater complexity of characterisation than had ever been attempted before. It may be that Burbage was the inspiration for this. For his generation he was Richard III, in the way that Olivier was in the 1950s. In James I’s reign, when Edward Alleyn had retired, Burbage’s name was synonymous with great acting – as were Betterton, Garrick, Kean and Irving in later centuries. Richard Flecknoe wrote of him ‘so wholly transforming himself into his part, and putting off himself with his clothes, as he never (not so much as in the tiring house) assumed himself again until the play was done’. It is the quality we now associate with film actors like Robert de Niro and Daniel Day-Lewis. Flecknoe was writing in 1664 and had never seen Burbage in life, so perhaps we should look elsewhere for confirmation. The only real evidence we have lies in the plays themselves. After 1594 Shakespeare wrote most, if not all, of his great leading parts for Burbage, and these may therefore reflect the qualities Burbage had as an actor. He must have had a good voice, strong and flexible, and he must have possessed the authority to convince as Othello and Lear. Great outbursts of energy and violence are symptomatic of tragic heroes from Romeo to Coriolanus and Leontes. Allied to these is a quality of danger, vital to any leading actor and much needed for Macbeth and Antony. All great actors excel at comedy, and Shakespeare must have known that he could trust Burbage with Hamlet’s sense of humour, and perhaps with Benedick and Malvolio. In contrast to violent energy, Burbage must have had a sense of introspection, an ability to handle Macbeth’s and Brutus’ soliloquies.18 Shakespeare may have been making Burbage give himself notes when, as Hamlet, he instructs ‘in the very torrent, tempest, as I may say the whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness’. (3.2.5–7).




  BOY PLAYERS




  Boy players had to be apprenticed to their actor masters as if they were training to become grocers or goldsmiths: there was no guild of actors.19 The apprentice was housed, fed and clothed in his master’s house, but was paid no regular wage. If he proved to be a good actor and his treble voice lasted five years or more, he was an excellent investment. Voices often broke quite late in the teens, though this and growth spurts were unpredictable and may explain why Celia is called ‘the taller’ by Le Beau, while in the next scene Rosalind declares that she is herself ‘more than common tall’ (of course it may just be Shakespeare’s carelessness). Masters probably rehearsed their own apprentices, teaching them enunciation, gesture and movement. Very few plays have more than four female parts, and some of these could have been doubled. Several plays make it easy for boys to be rehearsed in pairs – Rosalind and Celia, Viola and Olivia, Mistresses Ford and Page. Others enabled most of a boy’s part to be rehearsed with a very few other actors – Desdemona and Emilia with Othello, Iago and Cassio; Isabella with Angelo and the Duke.20 This would not have been possible with women who dominate the play – Portia and Cleopatra – which makes it all the more likely that Shakespeare wrote these parts only when he knew he had an exceptional boy player. Between 1604 and 1610 such a boy would have had a very heavy workload – the Countess of Roussillon, Lady Macbeth, Goneril, Marina, Cleopatra, Volumnia and Queen Katherine. The term ‘boy’, however, needs qualification. There is increasing evidence that female parts were played by males no younger than twelve and no older than twenty-two, with a median of around sixteen. It makes sense to imagine Volumnia played by a very experienced twenty-year-old, whose voice had long broken.




  Why did Elizabethan audiences, half of whom may well have been female, accept boys as women? It was a convention of course, which women seemed unable to challenge despite the fact that actresses played on many European stages. The boys must have had talent: Burbage and other leading actors would have demanded a very high standard in their Lady Macbeths and Cleopatras. In size, movement and voice they must have been sufficient contrast to adult males. They also had a status in society not dissimilar to most women, as rich Portia makes clear in her submission to Bassanio, ‘her lord, her governor, her king’. Dramatists must have known just how much boys could achieve and written accordingly: Rosalind may dominate As You Like It, but her part is shorter than most of the great male leads. It is significant that most contemporary accounts speak of the female characters as if they were women: they make little or no reference to the boys playing them. Illustrations of scenes from plays clearly show female characters as women, sometimes with breasts fully exposed. It is not too big a leap to infer that dramatists also thought of their characters as women and wrote accordingly (see here).




  Theatres and audiences may have been content with the situation, but commentators and the clergy were often critical. There was much heated debate. Did it transgress the primary boundary between men and women, offend against decorum and degree, disobey biblical injunctions against cross-dressing? Was homosexual attraction one of the pleasures of both actor and theatregoer? No specific charges of homosexuality were ever brought against an actor or boy player, though their total absence may suggest that it was an accepted covert practice. Puritan opposition to cross-dressing gathered steam after Shakespeare’s death, and it was one of the reasons the theatres were closed from 1642 to 1660. When they reopened, actresses almost immediately took their rightful place.




  Nevertheless, the role of cross-dressing seems to have added to the Elizabethan audience’s sense of the comic, if Rosalind’s epilogue is anything to go by. The signification of ‘woman’ didn’t seem dependent on the gender of the actor. Symbol is everything. Flute can play Thisbe, even though he claims to have a beard ‘coming’, as Quince says he can ‘play it in a mask’. Bottom too wants a go at Thisbe, by hiding his face and speaking ‘in a monstrous little voice’. Viola as Cesario remains female even though played by a male. Orsino’s attraction to a boy, being played by a boy pretending to be a woman pretending to be a boy, presumably added to the complexity and the fun. Once again it depended on the audience’s acceptance that the stage was a stage and not real life.




  PERFORMANCE




  Star actors had their personal followings. In the 1590s Will Kemp was probably a bigger draw than Burbage, certainly than Shakespeare. Kemp was essentially a clown, and the clown’s relationship has always been firstly with the audience, and only secondly with his character or the play. Richard Tarlton had only to stick his head through a curtain (like Eric Morecambe) for the audience to fall about. A certain amount of improvisation undoubtedly went on, and some actors may have rewritten, or misremembered, lines. Jonson condemned actors for changing things, but it was hard for a writer outside the company to control an actor who had 2,000 people in the palm of his hand. Shakespeare as a sharer/actor may have had better luck. Entrance and exit rounds were common. As one critic noted, ‘When [the actor] doth hold conference upon the stage; and should look directly in his fellow’s face; he turnes about his voice into the assembly for applause-sake.’21 So, no change there either.




  The theatre’s licence dictated that the plays had to be performed between 2 and 5 p.m. The ‘two-hour traffic of our stage’ was possible for Macbeth (2,100 lines) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (2,120 lines), and even perhaps for a cut Romeo and Juliet (3,000 lines uncut: I’ve been in a production that did it in 2 hours 20 minutes). The quarto of Henry V (1,620 lines as against the folio’s 3,380) suggests how the company may have routinely cut Shakespeare’s plays – in this case leaving out much of Acts 1 and 5, and shortening or even omitting Henry’s big speeches; though it’s possible this was a touring version. It is a sobering thought that Shakespeare may never have seen the full text of Hamlet performed (though there is some evidence that performances at court could go on for four or five hours). The action at the Globe was probably without intervals, as food and drink were served during the performance, though some act breaks were marked by music.




  It was normal practice, certainly before 1600, to end the performance of both comedy and tragedy with a jig, played by the company clown and a few assistants. This was usually a bawdy tale told in song and dance, accompanied by the clown’s tabor or side-drum and pipe. Will Kemp was a jig specialist, and the theatre often filled at the end of the play to catch his latest bawdy satire. When Kemp left (or was dismissed) in 1599 – to dance his way to Norwich – the jig may have been dropped. In Hamlet, written the same year, the prince sneers at Polonius’ liking for ‘a jig or a tale of bawdry’. It is possible that Feste’s song at the end of Twelfth Night, or the dance at the end of As You Like It, were attempts to supply a different musical ending. But it is also possible that the jig was too great a crowd-pleaser to be abandoned. In 1612 the Middlesex Sessions tried to ban jigs altogether, but they were still common twenty years later.22




  The Globe was set in the bad, bold world of Southwark, amid the brothels, bear pits and pleasure gardens, much frequented by law students, freethinkers and gallants, but also by any artisan who could afford a penny to stand in the yard. The make-up of the Globe audience is still much disputed, but of the four social classes – nobles and gentlemen; citizens and burgesses; yeomen; artisans and labourers – it is likely the citizens dominated. They, after all, could take afternoons off, sometimes several times a week, since the demand for new plays suggests that some people went to the theatre very frequently.23 It may seem remarkable that so many large theatres could thrive, but London with a population approaching 200,000 was one of the largest cities in Europe. Many plays assume an audience familiar with in-jokes and cross-references to other plays, and one that could follow quite complex thought and language. The tragedies of the period made greater demands on the audience than anything produced in the next three hundred years. It may be that the actors were broad and generalised by our standards, but there is no doubt that their intentions speak directly to us. The advice Jonson gave his boy players is thoroughly modern: ‘Practise language and behaviours, and not with a dead limitation: act freely, carelessly and capriciously, as if our veins ran with quicksilver’.24
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  SHAKESPEARE’S LANGUAGE




  

    The life of the plays is in the language.




    Richard Eyre


  




  INTRODUCTION




  All we have of Shakespeare the dramatist are the playtexts. For all the educated guesses we don’t know for sure when or where he wrote the plays, how long they took him, how much they were revised, and above all we have not a line to show what he thought of any of this. Ben Jonson wrote that Shakespeare ‘flowed with that facility, that sometime it was necessary he should be stopped’,1 but there is some contrary evidence that he experimented with many different versions of a speech and that he was a great reviser and reworker of material. We don’t know whether the texts that have come down to us are accurate representations of what he wrote or what his company performed. Are there missing scenes in Macbeth? Would he prefer us to play the quarto or the folio version of King Lear? We don’t know whether a plot was chosen because it reflected something in Shakespeare’s own life or in contemporary society. Did he want to impress James I, or keep Burbage happy? Was he affected by the 1608 corn riots? Was he suffering from syphilis? The absence of firm answers might seem like a catalogue of obstacles. In fact I find it a huge release. All we have are the words. We are free.




  Well, not quite free. Shakespeare’s language is a great enabler. But it is also at times a problem. A little help is needed to overcome this. First, and most obviously, the language is sometimes archaic, and occasionally impenetrable. Words like ‘biggin’, ‘fardel’, ‘jennet’, ‘mobled’, ‘skirr’, and ‘wappered’ have to be translated. Goneril’s ‘May all the building on my fancy pluck / Upon my hateful life’, or Coriolanus’ ‘They are no less / When, both your voices blended, the great’st taste / Most palates theirs’ are almost impossible to decipher. Good footnotes are a vital aid.




  Second, some words have changed their meaning. Though Polonius’ and Hamlet’s ‘What’s the matter?’ often gets a laugh today, Shakespeare meant by ‘matter’ something being read or discussed. There’s nothing to be done about this, just accept the laugh (gratefully). Some slight changes of usage are deeply frustrating to the actor. ‘Anon’ and ‘presently’ both meant ‘at once’ not ‘soon’. When Kent is trying to take Lear out of the storm, Lear repulses him with ‘When the mind’s free / The body’s delicate’. I longed to say ‘sensitive’ rather than ‘delicate’, to make the meaning more obvious. Modern productions (particularly on film) do sometimes change a few words. In decades to come, since language is changing more rapidly than ever before, substitutions may become the norm.
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