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Introduction


Julian Curry


Much of the brilliance of Shakespeare lies in the openness, or ambiguity, of his texts. Whereas a novelist will often describe a character, an action or a scene in the most minute detail, Shakespeare knew that his scenarios would only be fully fleshed out when actors perform them. He was the first writer to create character out of language. Falstaff has an idiosyncratic way of speaking that is quite distinct from Juliet, as she does from Shylock, and he from Lady Macbeth. An actor receives subliminal clues about their character, merely by the way they express themselves.


George Bernard Shaw wrote long prefaces and elaborate stage directions; his texts are littered with instructions to actors and directors as to how his plays should be done. This can be helpful, but as often as not it’s limiting, even annoying. Shakespeare, conversely, wrote hardly any stage directions. The best known is ‘Exit, pursued by a bear’ in The Winter’s Tale – which incidentally is far from proscriptive: is some unfortunate actor bundled into a bear costume? Or is the bear surreal, an effect of sound and lighting? Directors have carte blanche. The only solution rarely adopted is to put a live bear on stage. On occasion Shakespeare does give a precise indication of stage business. In the courtroom scene of The Merchant of Venice, Gratiano says: ‘Not on thy sole but on thy soul, harsh Jew, / Thou mak’st thy knife keen’ [4.1]. Then the actor playing Shylock understands that he should take out his knife and sharpen it on the sole of his shoe. Other stage directions take the form of implicit but less precise suggestions. When Hamlet says to Osric, ‘Put your bonnet to his right use; ’tis for the head’ [5.2], the actor playing Osric knows one thing for sure: his hat is not on his head. How else he is using it is up to him.


There are times when the actor may decide to do the opposite of what the text seems to indicate. For instance, when King Lear exits saying to Goneril and



Regan, ‘You think I’ll weep? No, I’ll not weep... this heart / Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws / Or ere I’ll weep’ [2.4], the suggestion appears to be that the actor will remain dry-eyed. Ian McKellen immediately burst into convulsive sobs. I found this very moving.


Shakespeare doesn’t tell his actors how to play their parts; he gives hints but leaves the decisions up to them. My interest in writing this book, and the companion volume that preceded it, is the myriad options available to performers of Shakespeare’s texts, and the choices they make. Theatre is written on the wind. Even the most brilliant performances exist only in the moment, and will endure nowhere but in the memories of those present. Actors are notoriously reluctant to define and discuss how they act, but luckily they are often willing to talk about their past performances.


In 2011, the first volume of Shakespeare On Stage found itself on a shortlist of nominees for the annual Theatre Book Prize. It focuses on thirteen of Shakespeare’s leading roles, therefore covering roughly a third of his plays. This left plenty of uncharted territory. I was delighted when Nick Hern Books agreed that we should continue the voyage of discovery.


As with the earlier volume, my guiding principle was to approach excellent actors who had played leading roles in memorable Shakespearean productions, and to ask them if they’d be willing to reveal if not how they acted, at least what they did. I also wanted to know how the show was set, what they wore, and what went on around them. Having been lifelong in the business, many of my intended targets were friends who were easily accessible, and most generous with their time.


Preparing for each encounter was a labour of love. Of necessity it involved a thorough refresher course, going back to the plays and spending long hours with nose in text. I also read critical studies and pestered archivists for back copies of reviews. I was determined to approach the interviews as well briefed as possible, in order to frame productive questions. At times it felt like the work of a barrister. The difference is that whereas a barrister’s questions are designed to steer the witness towards a desired answer, mine were simply intended to get juices flowing and tongues wagging. I concentrated on mechanics rather than theory. As far possible I made the question ‘What did you do?’ rather than ‘How did you do it?’


The conversations were tape-recorded, usually at the actor’s home. I followed, as closely as was practicable, the following sequence: (1) Put the performance in the context of its time and place, director and designer. (2) General questions about the production and the character. (3) Specific questions about the performance, working through the play from start to finish. (4) Summing up.




 Shakespeare on Stage: Volume 2 is an account of twelve performances, by the actors who gave them. Each interview focuses on a single performance, and the production in which it featured. They span fifty years, from Eileen Atkins’s Viola in 1961 to Patrick Stewart’s Shylock in 2011. What they have in common is a uniquely personal account of a creative process. I’ve been delighted by the frequent departures from lazy assumption. For instance, Sara Kestelman describes A Midsummer Night’s Dream set in an immaculate white box, devoid of all vegetation, and of infants with wings pretending to be fairies. Simon Russell Beale, who looks anything but lean and hungry, was triumphantly cast as Cassius. Patrick Stewart’s Shylock ruled over a business empire set in Las Vegas. Ian McKellen repeatedly questions the assumption that King Lear goes mad, just as Alan Rickman finds the adjective ‘melancholy’ inadequate to describe Jaques. I’m not aware of any other continuities or recurring themes. On the contrary, each one quite naturally occupies its own territory, and I’m happy with that. It also seems that, as a by-product, the actors have in fact revealed a great deal about themselves and their own working methods. As such, I hope the reader will enjoy the range and diversity of responses, and that it will be of interest to other actors, students and theatregoers alike.








This is the introduction to Shakespeare on Stage: Volume 2; the volume in which this interview first appears.
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King Lear was written around 1605, between Othello and Macbeth, when Shakespeare was at the height of his powers. It was subsequently revised, and therefore two distinct versions exist. The earlier text was published, rather badly, in quarto in 1608. The later, a slightly shorter and more theatrical version, was included in the 1623 First Folio. Editors and theatre directors often conflate the two.


‘No man will ever write a better tragedy than Lear,’ wrote Bernard Shaw, and A.C. Bradley called King Lear ‘Shakespeare’s greatest achievement’. However, it has not always been popular. After the English Civil War the play fell out of fashion. Its portrayal of abject cruelty and senseless brutality was too painful for audiences to bear. In 1681 Nahum Tate produced a sentimentalised reworking of the play, giving it a happy ending in which Lear and Cordelia are left alive and she marries Edgar. Throughout much of the eighteenth century, audiences preferred this version. But since the nineteenth century, Shakespeare’s original has been regarded as one of his supreme achievements. By the 1960s, following the Holocaust and the two World Wars, the graphic violence no longer appeared far-fetched. Gloucester’s line ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods; / They kill us for their sport’ [4.1] seemed in tune with the times. Peter Brook’s iconic 1962 production was influenced by the critic Jan Kott, who compared King Lear to the ravaged scenarios of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame and Waiting for Godot, commenting that ‘the abyss, into which one can jump, is everywhere’.


The mainspring of the play is Lear’s folly in passing control of his kingdom to Goneril and Regan, moved by their flattery, and disinheriting Cordelia – the daughter who truly loves him. This sets in motion the tragic events that follow. Goneril and Regan betray their father and throw him out into the cold. The homeless Lear wilfully exposes himself to a thunderstorm, comparing nature’s mercilessness to his daughters’ treatment of him. Regan’s husband Cornwall plucks out Gloucester’s eyes; war erupts between England and France; Goneril poisons her sister Regan in jealous rivalry over Gloucester’s bastard son Edmund, and then kills herself. Cordelia is put to death by order of her sister’s lover, causing Lear to die of a broken heart. His entire family ends up dead.


A parallel subplot echoes the theme of conflict and treachery, as opposed to love and respect, between parent and child. It involves the Earl of Gloucester and his two sons: the villainous bastard Edmund cares only for his own prosperity and sensual fulfilment, and plots to destroy the innocent Edgar. The play explores an intricate web of related topics: family relationships collide repeatedly with politics, and the nature of human suffering is persistently examined.
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