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The 101 Greatest Plays? I know: it sounds a bit arrogant. Who, after all, has the encyclopedic knowledge to make such a list? But I promise the book was written in a spirit of intellectual enquiry rather than out of any sense of omniscience: I simply wanted to find out for myself what the qualities were that made for first-rate drama. I initially thought of writing a book entitled 101 Great Plays. But it was Antonia Fraser – who, I should add, bears no responsibility for my choices or the content – who encouraged me to raise the stakes and make it not just ‘Great’ but ‘The Greatest’. I see her point: that makes the book more of a challenge, a provocation and the prelude to a debate in which everyone is free to join.


What, I will be asked, were my criteria? That’s hard to answer. Definitions of greatness change from age to age. Dramatic forms are also the product of time and circumstance: as Alain Robbe-Grillet once pointed out, a five-act verse tragedy about a prince enjoined to kill his usurping uncle would not automatically be considered a masterpiece if it were written today.


But as I drew up my initial list of plays, I had one basic idea in my mind: that the very best plays are rooted in their historical moment and yet have a sustainable afterlife. In writing the book, I found the list constantly changed as I made exciting discoveries and read more widely. But I never gave up on the idea that a great play is both an expression of its time and open to multiple reinterpretations.


There is, however, no iron-clad formula that makes a great play: if there were, more people would write one. What happened was that, through writing the book, I found myself revealing my own predilections. I realised that I was instinctively drawn to plays which display moral ambivalence, are rooted in close observation, blend the tragic and the comic and exude the life and energy that Baudelaire thought were the preconditions of any work of art. As we get to the modern era, readers will find I have a strong preference for plays with a realistic bias. But even here there are striking exceptions. One of the joys of doing the book was to learn that there are very few inflexible rules when it comes to drama.


I cannot stress too strongly the subjective nature of the enterprise. I have tried to cover a wide historical span from Aeschylus to the present. Geographically, the book is defined by my own experience: if, for instance, I say nothing about Indian or Far Eastern drama, that is because I don’t know enough about them to speak with any degree of confidence. The final choices are mine and no one else’s, determined by a lifetime of reading and theatregoing. I guess that, during nearly fifty years as a critic, I must have seen some 9,000 plays. I have tried to use that experience in the book and make constant reference to particular productions that reinforce my notion of greatness. This is a book about plays on the stage as well as on the page.


Eyebrows will doubtless be raised about my final selection: the omissions even more than the inclusions. I’d just say two things. I could easily draw up a long list of writers – living as well as dead – whom I profoundly admire but who don’t appear in the book. If they are around today, I trust they will forgive me. There are also many plays with a claim to greatness that, for one reason or another, don’t appear in the book. Some Shakespeareans will be outraged – indeed already have been – to discover that I have left out King Lear. I admit it’s a craggily awesome play in which Shakespeare sounds the depths of human suffering. I can only say that, after a lifetime of seeing and reading it, I find it structurally unwieldy: the Gloucester sub-plot too consciously mirrors the main plot, and I find Edgar’s refusal to identify himself to his father both inexplicable and needlessly cruel. Beckettians will also be astonished that there is no Waiting for Godot. I hope the reasons will become apparent later on: I can only say that, while I fully acknowledge the play’s historic significance, I also feel that it has lost its capacity to shock or surprise. One last word about my choices. They were dictated by strong personal preference rather than a desire to prove a point or to be fully representative. In other words, questions of gender and ethnicity arose only after I had made my selection rather than before. I’d be the first to recognise that a woman critic or one from a black or Asian background would arrive at a wholly different list from my own. But then so would just about everyone else.


As for the form of the book, it consists largely of explanatory essays that I hope will be of interest to the general reader and the drama student. But astute readers will notice that, later in the book, I occasionally turn to dialogue between an old male critic and a young female one. You can easily identify the old man: the young woman, I should quickly explain, is a fictional composite. Tom Stoppard once said that ‘writing dialogue is the only respectable way of contradicting myself’. And that’s precisely why I used the form: to challenge my own assumptions about specific plays and writers. It’s also great fun to occasionally swap expository prose for dialectical argument.


In the end, I can only say that the book is intended as a celebration of the art of the dramatist. That may seem obvious, but it is worth stressing when, out of an understandable desire to democratise the theatrical process, the status and authority of the solo writer is constantly being challenged. This book is a response to the current threat to the playwright. I just hope it will provoke readers into coming up with their own definition of greatness and deciding which plays meet its requirements. So let the debate begin.
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AESCHYLUS


(c.525–456 BC)





We gathered in the Brecon Beacons on a sunny August evening in 2010 to see the oldest surviving play in Western drama. No one who was there will ever forget Mike Pearson’s National Theatre Wales production, staged in and around a hilltop military village built by the British army to train troops in hand-to-hand fighting. But we weren’t simply responding to the resonance of the site or engaging in an act of cultural piety. What we discovered – or at least I did – was that Aeschylus from the start had unearthed a fundamental principle of drama: that it should contain moral and political ambivalence and that its meaning should vary according to circumstance.


Just look at the basic facts. Aeschylus wrote the play in 472 BC. That was a mere eight years after the events it describes: the annihilation of the Persians by the Athenians at the Battle of Salamis. That, in turn, makes it the only extant Greek tragedy to deal with an historical, as opposed to mythical, event. Given that every able-bodied Athenian male citizen (around 30,000) would have been conscripted to fight in the battle, it seems virtually certain that many in the audience would have had vivid memories of Salamis. Yet Aeschylus takes the bold decision to tell the story from the vantage point of the vanquished rather than the victors. Imagine a British movie of the late 1940s dealing with the bombing of Dresden from a German perspective or a Jewish dramatist populating a play about the 1948 Arab–Israeli War with a cast of Palestinians and you begin to grasp the audacity of Aeschylus’ concept.


But this raises the fundamental question of what kind of play The Persians really is. Philip Vellacott, translator of the Penguin Classics version, says the play’s purpose was ‘the gratification of the natural pride of the Athenians in their achievement’. Edith Hall sees the play as the starting point of an Orientalism in which the European imagination has dominated Asia ‘by conceptualizing its inhabitants as defeated, luxurious, emotional, cruel and always dangerous’. Meanwhile yet another scholar, A. J. Podlecki, argues that the original Athenian audience had almost to forget who they were and ‘concentrate on the common humanity which they shared with their former enemy’. So what exactly is The Persians? A patriotic battle-cry? Anti-Persian propaganda? A humane tragedy? It can be any or all of those things depending on your point of view, which is one of the reasons why it is a still-vibrant play that, even more than The Oresteia, establishes a pattern for Western drama.


At times, it palpably exults in Athenian supremacy. The action takes place in the Persian court, where a chorus of old men and the queen mother, Atossa, await news of the outcome of Xerxes’ expedition against the Athenians. The answer soon comes in a speech from a messenger describing how the Persians have been annihilated in the sea-fight at Salamis. He even recalls the triumphalist cry of the Athenians as they go into battle, described thus in the excellent version by Kaite O’Reilly in the aforementioned production: ‘Liberation! Sons of Greece, to battle! For the freedom of your homeland, your children and your wives, fight! For your ancestral gods, your forefathers’ graves, all or nothing! Now is the time! Strike! All is at stake!’


This celebrated passage had a long afterlife in that it inspired the French revolutionary anthem, ‘La Marseillaise’ (‘Allons enfants de la Patrie /Le jour de gloire est arrivé’). The Persians also led to a patriotic British poem celebrating Nelson’s victory over Napoleon at the Battle of the Nile. And Aeschylus’ play stimulated Shelley to write his drama Hellas, which he prefaced with the claim: ‘We are all Greeks … our laws, our literature, our religion all have their roots in Greece.’


And yet The Persians, far from being a piece of militaristic chauvinism, is more remarkable for its empathy than its exultation. The opening choruses are filled with foreboding at the departure of the flower of Persian youth and at the fate of their abandoned women-folk ‘longing for their men in their suddenly too-big beds’ (O’Reilly). Atossa has a vivid premonitory dream in which she imagines her son’s chariot, drawn by an unbridled Greek, crashing to the ground. And the messenger’s description of the battle of Salamis is filled with a cosmic sense of loss and waste. ‘I saw,’ he tragically says, ‘an entire generation die.’


Judging by the three modern revivals I’ve seen, we inevitably invest Aeschylus’ play with our own sense of the horror of war. I remember a production by Alexis Minotis at Epidaurus which, although solidly traditional in style, avoided any note of chauvinistic vainglory. Peter Sellars, the avant-garde American director, staged a version in 1993 where the Persians became the victims of George Bush Senior’s first Gulf War. And without making specific reference to the 2003 war with Iraq, Mike Pearson’s National Theatre Wales production played on our memories of the recent catastrophic loss of human life.


As with all great classics, we view The Persians from our own perspective. But compassion for the conquered is not something invented by us: it is inescapably there in Aeschylus. Towards the play’s end we see the ghost of Darius, Xerxes’ father, arising from his tomb. While he condemns his son’s hubris (‘a mortal playing god to gods’), he also expresses pity for future Persian generations. And when Xerxes, a worn and ragged fugitive, makes a climactic appearance, his lamentations rend the air with their self-hating agony. ‘Despised,’ he says of himself, ‘not even Death would take me.’


No one could say what the mood would have been like when the play was first seen at the City Dionysia in 472 BC. But it is difficult to imagine even the most gung-ho Athenian war veteran not feeling a tug of sympathy for the humiliated Persians. And how could any sensitive spectator not be made aware of the vanity of imperial conquest?


But The Persians is more than a great play. It is a reminder of how, in most art forms, early works contain the seeds of future development. When Cervantes wrote Don Quixote he anticipated the magic realism and self-referential nature of the modern novel, and in silent cinema pioneer directors like D. W. Griffith and Abel Gance used free-ranging cameras or split screens with an expressive energy that makes most modern innovations look feeble. I am not claiming that Aeschylus in The Persians prefigures the whole of modern drama. But what he does discover is that one nation’s victory is another’s defeat, that a play’s meaning is defined by circumstance and that drama is, first and foremost, the art of contradiction.
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SOPHOCLES


(c.495–406 BC)





Bernard Shaw said you should try everything once except folk-dancing and incest. And it is the taboo against familial sex that ensured that Sophocles’ masterpiece, written around 420 BC, some fifty years after The Persians, was not seen on the professional British stage until 1912.


The Oedipus myth was too powerful to be ignored entirely. John Dryden and Nathaniel Lee came up with a popular, neo-Shakespearean version in 1678 which tactfully suggested Oedipus had subconscious reservations about having sex with his mum (‘An unknown hand,’ he says, ‘still checked my forward joy’). There was also an 1821 music-drama designed to encourage George IV to lead a path of domestic virtue. But when Edwardian actor-managers, led by Beerbohm Tree, applied for permission to stage Sophocles’ play, they met with stonewalling resistance from the censorious Lord Chamberlain, who clearly feared it would set a bad example to the impressionable English. As the playwright Henry Arthur Jones wryly commented, ‘Now, of course, if any considerable body of Englishmen are arranging to marry their mothers, whether by accident or design, it must be stopped at once. But it is not a frequent occurrence in any class of English society. Throughout the course of my life, I have not met more than six men who were anxious to do it.’


We may scoff at a ludicrous censorship and the prissiness of past ages, but, given that Sophocles’ play has only been visible on British stages for just over a hundred years, how much do we really understand it? Our problem, I suspect, is that we view it through Freudian spectacles as a demonstration of the ‘Oedipus complex’. Freud’s argument, forcefully presented in his Interpretation of Dreams, is that if we are moved by Oedipus’ destiny (i.e. that of killing his father and marrying his mother), it is because it might easily have been ours. ‘It is the fate of all of us perhaps,’ wrote Freud, ‘to direct our first sexual impulse towards our mother and our first hatred and our first murderous wish against our father. Our dreams convince us that this is so.’


The danger in seeing the play as a Freudian textbook is twofold. It underestimates the sublime intricacy of Sophocles’ plot, to which Aristotle paid due tribute. It also undermines the unresolved tension, within the play, between the power of fate and free will. The Freudian reading makes Oedipus a victim of destiny. In much the same way tradition-bound academics, such as F. L. Lucas, saw Greek tragedy ‘as man’s answer to this universe that crushes him so pitilessly’. Both readings, in short, are wilfully determinist. But the brilliance of Sophocles’ play lies precisely in the extent to which it shows the hero exercising choices dependent on character. That is the source of its modernity rather than its embodiment of primal sexual urges.


What, after all, does Sophocles show us in Oedipus? A man who can be seen as hubristic or heroic – possibly both – who makes a series of bad choices. At a pivotal moment Oedipus reveals that he was once told by a drunk in Corinth that he was not, as he supposed, the son of the king, Polybus. So what did he do? He went to Delphi, consulted the oracle and was told that he would kill his father and marry his mother. Armed with these dual pieces of information – that Polybus may not be his ‘father’ and that he would one day commit parricide and incest – you’d have thought Oedipus would have gone about his daily business with a certain caution. Not a bit of it. He instantly flees Corinth and, on the road to Thebes, impulsively kills an old man. And having been installed as Theban king after solving the riddle of the Sphinx, he marries the widow of his predecessor, Laius, and makes no enquiry about his forerunner’s fate. Even what we’d now call the ‘back-story’ shows Oedipus to be guilty of hideous rashness.


In the immediate present, Sophocles offers a vivid character-study of a flawed human being: no plaything of the gods but an arrogant autocrat who, in his unceasing quest for truth, is also perversely admirable. Oedipus believes that his earlier rescue of Thebes from the clutches of the Sphinx has lent him total inviolability: ‘I saved the state with my genius,’ he boastfully proclaims in Don Taylor’s brisk translation for BBC Television. And with stunning psychological insight, Sophocles shows Oedipus’ belief in the invincibility of power leads him to ignore all the warnings he is given. The play amounts to a series of existential choices in which the seer Tiresias, the brother-in-law Creon and the wife-mother Jocasta all urge Oedipus not to go on. Even the old shepherd, who locks the story into place by revealing that he was ordered to take the three-day-old Oedipus from Laius’ court and kill him but hadn’t the heart to do so, underscores a key point about the play: that the tension between the preordained and personal impulse is never-ending. It is the point definitively made by Bernard Knox in his introduction to the Penguin Classics edition, one of the great pieces of modern criticism. ‘Oedipus,’ writes Knox, ‘is the free agent who, by his own self-willed action, discovers that his own predicted destiny has already been fulfilled.’


Through its perfect structure and endless tension between fate and free will, the play has left its imprint on Western drama: Ibsen, especially, is Sophocles in a Norwegian frock-coat. But how do you stage the play? As a big spectacle or with austere simplicity? As a star-vehicle or a director’s showcase? In isolation or, along with Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone, as part of a Theban trilogy? By now most formats have been tried. Max Reinhardt’s ground-breaking 1912 production at Covent Garden was a variant on an earlier version seen in Germany: it began apparently with a vast crowd surging through the auditorium and ended with the blinded Oedipus making his cathartic exit by groping his way through the audience. Clearly, director’s theatre at its most thrilling.


In contrast, a 1945 London revival was chiefly remembered for Olivier’s bravura performance: ‘Olivier’s famous “Oh! Oh!” when the full catalogue of his sin is unfolded,’ wrote Tynan, ‘must still be resounding in some high recess of the New Theatre’s dome.’ Other productions have stressed the ritualistic aspects of the play: Tyrone Guthrie presented it in giant, primitive masks in Stratford Ontario and Minneapolis in the 1950s and 1960s. Peter Hall, at the Olivier in 1996, opted for a similarly stylised approach, although the masks were on a more human scale, and Alan Howard was able to convey the destructive zeal of Oedipus’ quest for self-knowledge.


But, for me, it was Jonathan Kent’s 2008 revival, also at the Olivier, that finally unlocked the play’s complexity. There was a mixture of hauteur, paranoia and pride in Ralph Fiennes’s city-suited Oedipus that led him to declare of his Corinthian youth, in Frank McGuinness’s translation, ‘I was the one to beat in that city.’ Yet there was also something heroic about Fiennes’s obsessive self-discovery. At the last, it became impossible to withhold one’s pity from this fallen, blood-spattered figure urging his children to ‘lead a good life, better than your father’s’. I felt I’d finally got close to the heart of Sophocles’ play: one that shows, within an immaculate structure, that flawed characters are capable of huge suffering and that a belief in the workings of destiny does not exclude human responsibility. That’s what Sophocles teaches us, and these lessons were to leave their visible fingerprint on drama over the next two and a half millennia.
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Helen
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EURIPIDES


(c.480–407 BC)





We are slightly in awe of Aeschylus and Sophocles. Euripides, however, seems ‘one of us’. His tone is sceptical and ironic, he’s irreverent about the gods, preoccupied by sex and appalled by the destructive horror of war. What’s not to like?


For all those reasons his plays have been seized on by modern directors and actors. Medea, with its aggrieved outsider avenging herself on a faithless husband, has become part of the feminist canon: it has yielded fine productions by Deborah Warner, Jonathan Kent and Carrie Cracknell and fire-breathing performances from Fiona Shaw, Diana Rigg and Helen McCrory. Katie Mitchell has set Women of Troy and Iphigenia at Aulis in a world of bureaucracy and concrete bunkerdom to heighten Euripides’ modernity. And I’ve seen The Bacchae staged everywhere from the National Theatre (by Peter Hall) to a Northampton print-works (by Laurie Sansom) to make its point about the danger of either uninhibitedly indulging or fiercely repressing our darkest passions.


Yet I’d choose Helen, first performed in 412 BC, when Euripides was sixty-eight, as his greatest play. My reason is that it invents a wholly new form: tragi-comedy. We always accept the rigid categories of classical drama, yet here Euripides, with the lightest of touches, offers a savage indictment of war’s futility. You can point to a raft of later plays, from Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida to Shaw’s Arms and the Man and Giraudoux’s The Trojan War Will Not Take Place, which satirically debunk Homeric myth and posturing heroism. What is extraordinary is that Euripides, at a time when dramatic forms were only just taking root, shows their infinite flexibility.


He starts from a wittily outrageous premise (admittedly one that scholars say owes something to work by the great lyric poet Stesichorus and the historian Herodotus): that the Helen who went to Troy was a phantom, a mere cloud-puppet made by Hera to spite Aphrodite. The real Helen, in Euripides’ version, has spent seventeen years living in Egypt as a model of marital fidelity. So instantly we are into a comedy of mistaken identity. Paris, who abducted the beautiful Spartan queen, thinks he’s had the world’s most desirable woman but, as Euripides’ heroine tartly observes, ‘I am afraid there is no Helen of Troy.’


Having prepared the ground, Euripides develops it with quicksilver finesse. First we get the fun: Helen encamped in a graveyard to avoid the clutches of the predatory Egyptian king. Then the mood darkens as she learns, from a Greek soldier, of the death of her mother and her fraternal twins, Castor and Pollux. But lightness returns with the arrival of her shipwrecked husband, Menelaus, in the guise of a tattered derelict. Neither Helen nor Menelaus, at first, recognise each other: when they do, they can’t wait to make up for seventeen lost years. But the big joke is that Helen is quick on the uptake while Menelaus is a slowcoach who can’t quite get his head round the idea that he sailed to Troy in pursuit of a shadow.


The whole play is a testament to female resourcefulness. Don Taylor, who did a fine translation for BBC Television, says of Euripides’ Helen that ‘she reminds us of nothing so much as one of Shaw’s life-force girls, an Ann Whitefield or Lady Cecily Waynflete or Major Barbara’. She is certainly just as clever. It is Helen who begs the Egyptian king’s sister not to snitch about Menelaus’ sudden arrival. It is Helen who feigns mourning on the false grounds that Menelaus is dead. And it is Helen who comes up with the master plan that enables both her and her husband to escape: she promises she’ll marry the Egyptian king if only he will give herself and her ragged accomplice (i.e. Menelaus) a ship in which to carry out the funeral obsequies according to Greek custom. Helen not only motors the plot, she is one of the most likeable female protagonists in world drama.


But what makes this a great play is Euripides’ ability to reconcile apparent contradictions. On one level, the play is pure comedy about a long-postponed marital reunion. On another, it is a fierce critique of the futility of war.


When Kenneth Tynan saw the play staged at Epidaurus in 1962, he got rather tetchy about the idea it was a tribute to marital love. ‘Last Sunday,’ he wrote, ‘when Helen and Menelaus were reunited after seventeen years’ separation, 14,000 people burst into spontaneous applause. Their delight was moral and reflected a simple, wholehearted approval of marital reconciliation. That simplicity, that naïve wholeness of response is something we cannot hope to recapture. I state this as a fact, without nostalgia and without regret.’ But who is the ‘we’ to whom Tynan refers? And Tynan defeats his own argument by showing that Euripides’ denouement appeals to some deep-seated desire to see a separated couple rematched. To deny that power is to dismiss much of world drama including Shakespearean comedy from The Comedy of Errors to The Winter’s Tale.


The real genius of Helen lies in the fact that it disturbs even as it delights. It is worth recalling that this play first appeared in 412 BC, when the war between Athens and Sparta, which began in 431, had reached an especially disastrous phase: news of the destruction of the fleet in the Sicilian expedition, and the loss of at least 10,000 men, had reached Athens in 413 and, according to Thucydides, induced communal panic. Within six months of that debacle, Euripides writes a play that simultaneously offers a redemptive optimism and questions the whole purpose of war. The idea that Troy was toppled because of a phantom Helen threads its way through the play like a seam of blood. And the point emerged strongly in the Frank McGuinness translation used for a 2009 Shakespeare’s Globe revival starring a memorably fetching Penny Downie. In the McGuinness version a servant says to Menelaus:






We all saw a city ripped asunder,


Men breathing their last – for the sake of what?


An illusion, a dream-nothing, nothing,


We fought the Trojan War over nothing.








Later in the play a lyric ode from the Chorus addresses Helen, supposedly of Troy, with the lines:






Your birth was the death of that great city,


Its streets and towers are now opened tombs.


What was that fight for – illusion and dream?


Are gods like men – nothing is what it seems?


Sad nightingale, poor birds of the air,


Sing the damnation of all warmongers.








The point was not lost on a London audience who, in 2003, had seen a British government, led by Tony Blair, join forces with American troops in an Iraqi war over weapons of mass destruction that proved as illusory as the phantom Helen. It was also a war that, in the name of liberation, cost an estimated 100,000 Iraqi lives.


If Euripides’ play speaks to us today, it is because it breaks all boundaries. It lauds female ingenuity, hymns marital reunion and combines the affirmativeness of comedy with a critique of military conflict. You can call the play whatever you like: political romcom, optimistic tragedy, feminist prototype. The label scarcely matters. What makes the play supremely modern is Euripides’ glorious ability to transcend categories and embrace opposites.
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ARISTOPHANES


(c.448–380 BC)





I’ve always had a soft spot for Aristophanes. I suspect it stems from playing a minor role in a version of The Birds staged by John McGrath in an Oxford college garden in the summer of 1959: my memory is of a joyous production in which slapstick mingled with satire and Peter Snow offered a stunning impersonation of General de Gaulle. I’ve also sat through a number of rousing (and sometimes arousing) versions of Lysistrata: most people now forget that it was this story of a female sex-strike that in 1957 provided the newly formed English Stage Company with one of its greatest box-office hits. And I loved the 1974 Burt Shevelove/Stephen Sondheim version of The Frogs, which became the first musical ever to be staged in a swimming pool.


So why have I chosen the little-known Assembly-Women (the title given to Ecclesiazousai by Stephen Halliwell, from whose excellent Worlds’ Classics translation I quote below)? It comes late in Aristophanes’ career, usually being dated around 392 BC. It is dismissed by many commentators: even someone who writes as astutely about Aristophanes as Maurice Bowra says that ‘the old gay bawdry has become calculated and cold-blooded, even at times depressing’. Coming as it does some twelve years after Athens’ defeat in the Peloponnesian War, it might seem to lack the political urgency of plays like Acharnians (425 BC) and Peace (421 BC) in which Aristophanes was writing pacifist tracts. Yet, whatever academics may say, I’d put in a strong plea for Assembly-Women: not only for its flamboyant gaiety but for its radical message. In effect, it makes the same point that Caryl Churchill was to articulate nearly two millennia later in Top Girls: that you can’t have true feminism without socialism.


I admit that the play resembles Lysistrata. It starts with the female protagonist Praxagora (whose name suggests she is ‘active in the Agora’, or public life) entering in male drag and putting to her sluggish female followers her Big Idea: that, given the corrupt state of Athenian affairs, women take over the reins of government. In effect, Praxagora stages a coup d’état. She packs the Assembly with sisterly supporters, all sporting beards and male cloaks, who vote overwhelmingly for female power. And where are all the men while this is happening? As Aristophanes makes clear, in ribald scenes involving Praxagora’s husband and his neighbours, they’re faffing around in frocks since their wives have whipped their clothes as well as their political authority: transvestism in short, becomes a metaphor for political role-reversal.


But Praxagora doesn’t stop at taking over government. She also envisages a new world of economic communism:






My plan is that all property from now on must be shared.


We must abolish rich and poor, with one man farming acres


While down the road another lacks enough land for his grave.


Or one man owning many slaves, another owning none.


I now decree that everyone must share the same resources.








As if it were not enough to propose that private property be handed over to the city for equal distribution, Praxagora goes several stages further. She decrees that the nuclear family be replaced by communes, that women be shared both for sex and procreation and that, in order not to privilege the good-looking of either gender, the less well-favored will come head of the queue. As Praxagora succinctly says:






The law now states explicitly


It’s the ugly ones who get first fuck.








The boldness of the idea is breathtaking. As Halliwell points out, the Utopian notions that Aristophanes outlines were very much in the air in Athens in the later fifth and early fourth centuries. Book 5 of Plato’s Republic advocates that, in the ideal state, women be part of government and that a form of sexual communism be practised. But Plato confines his ideas to the ruling class. And the audacity of Aristophanes lies in taking the abstract proposals of Athenian intellectuals and giving them vivid life on a public stage. For the first time in Western drama, basic ideas about economic and sexual redistribution are being theatrically debated: the fact that both the Athenian audience and the actors were men gives the political ideas more, rather than less, piquancy.


But how much was Aristophanes endorsing or satirising Attic communism? He leaves it to us to decide. No one could deny that Praxagora is a dynamic visionary who has the eloquence of the true pathfinder. She damns the ineptitude, laziness and corruption of the existing Assembly, many of whose members turn up just to claim their statutory three obols of pay per day: since that was about a third of the daily rate for top jobs, the parallel with our own House of Lords is striking. But Praxagora also envisages a world in which age is privileged over youth, ugliness over beauty and no one should ever feel sexually excluded.


There is, of course, a catch in all this. Praxagora herself remains top-cat: a Mrs Thatcher with revolutionary leanings. You could, in fact, raise the same objection to her Utopian vision that Sebastian airs when Gonzalo in The Tempest outlines his idea of an egalitarian commonwealth. ‘No sovereignty,’ says Gonzalo. ‘Yet he would be king of it,’ retorts Sebastian. And Aristophanes, as a comic writer, naturally contrasts the idealistic dream with the practical reality. One filthily funny episode shows a visibly erect young man being fought over by a trio of ancient hags while his nubile sweetheart looks on in fury. Claiming that her sexual rivals are old enough to be her lover’s mother, the young girl warns:






If you older women should implement this law


You’ll make the city swarm with Oedipusses.








But the richness of the play lies in its ability to show both sides of the equation: to embody the potential, as well as the pitfalls, of a revolutionary proposal. And although Bowra was not one of the play’s most fervent admirers, he pins down the essential quality of Aristophanes’ work. ‘It conveys,’ he says, ‘the reality of Athenian life even in a world of fantasy.’ Assembly-Women may be predicated on an unlikely transfer of political power, but it is filled with a sense of urban verismo. This is a world where muggers haunt the streets at night, where paupers walk around half-naked and where Athenian democracy is in the hands of depraved officials. Aristophanes may, in his vision of a city run by women, have had his head in the clouds as far as fourth-century Athens was concerned, but, in his portrait of the chicanery, corruption and civic grottiness of a society run by men, he had his feet firmly on the ground. Like all first-rate satirists, Aristophanes shows us life as it might be and life as it actually is, and it is that, along with its radical politics, that makes this the most enticing, if one of the least-known, of Attic comedies.
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The Brothers Menaechmus
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PLAUTUS


(c.254–184 BC)





Aristophanes died in 380 BC. The Roman dramatist Plautus was born in 254 BC. In that time comedy underwent a momentous change. The textbooks tell us that Aristophanes, at his peak, represented the Old Comedy: a bawdy, lyrical-satirical choral extravaganza. After that came the New Comedy, symbolised by Menander (342–293 BC). Instead of topsy-turvy fantasy it presented stock characters in stock situations: in the words of classical scholar Erich Segal, ‘its locale was the city, its people the bourgeoisie, its plots romantic’. But then a populist entertainer arrives in the shape of Plautus, who, while adapting the plots of the New Comedy, gives them something wholly fresh: manic ingenuity, verbal exuberance, a pervasive sexiness. You wouldn’t call him a great satirist in that he seems more interested in pure laughs than lethal lampoons. But his influence is all over modern theatre from the political comedies of Dario Fo to the crowd-pleasing farces of Ray Cooney.


If I seize on The Brothers Menaechmus (Menaechmi), it is because it is both his funniest play and the one that confirms the length of the Roman’s reach. Shakespeare uses Plautus’ plot as the basis for The Comedy of Errors and then ups the ante by giving us not one but two sets of identical twins. Shakespeare’s play generated a 1938 Rodgers and Hart Broadway musical, The Boys of Syracuse. Then in 1962 Burt Shevelove and Larry Gelbart brilliantly combined a number of Plautus plots to create A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, for which Stephen Sondheim wrote the music and lyrics. When that came to London in 1963 Frankie Howerd played the wily slave Pseudolus (who lent his name to one of Plautus’ plays), who supervises the action. Howerd did it with such leering, buttonholing expertise that he went on to play a distinctly similar character, Lurcio, in a BBC Television series, Up Pompeii, that ran for two seasons in 1969–70 and spawned a subsequent film. Strange to think that every time Frankie Howerd beckoned the camera towards him in Up Pompeii to proclaim ‘This is the Prologue’ he was doing much the same as the lead actor who came on stage in The Brothers Menaechmus around 200 BC to announce, ‘Now here’s the plot. Please listen with your full attention span.’


What’s exhilarating about Plautus is that he gives us all the back-story in eighty lines. We are to imagine twins separated at the age of seven. One has been brought up in Epidamnus and, thanks to his adoptive dad, has money, status and a dowried, though disagreeable, wife. The other twin was reared in Syracuse and, though poor, has come to Epidamnus in search of his longlost brother. There’s no hint of the death-threat that hangs over the boys’ father in The Comedy of Errors: here he’s long gone. What we get is inventive fun and the first stirrings of theatrical self-consciousness. Today we call it ‘meta-theatre’. For Plautus it was simply a way of reminding his Roman audience that they were part of the act: that all theatre is an imaginative conspiracy between the watchers and the watched. The clever slave who is the eponymous hero of Pseudolus compares himself to a playwright ‘transforming baseless lies into a semblance of the truth’. In much the same way the Prologue to The Brothers Menaechmus reminds us (in Segal’s translation): ‘This town is Epidamnus, while the play is on.’ Tomorrow, however, it will be somewhere else just as the actors will change ‘From pimp to papa or to lover pale and wan, To pauper, parasite, to king or prophet, on and on.’ In addition to self-awareness you find in Plautus three key elements that, like it or not, were to become staples of comedy and farce down the centuries: mistaken identity, misogyny and madness.


The first of these is obviously crucial to a play about twins. But Plautus is shrewd enough to ensure that we always know which twin is which by giving them perceptibly different character traits. EM (or the resident Epidamnus Menaechmus) is a cunning, lecherous but browbeaten bourgeois: SM (the visiting Syracuse Menaechmus) is a more easy-going, good-natured adventurer, albeit with an acquisitive streak. One can’t stress too much the importance of the audience always being ahead of the game. In The Venetian Twins (1747) Goldoni made his identical heroes an urban Romeo and a Bergamo bumpkin. In the same way Feydeau in A Flea in Her Ear (1907) was to make his lookalike protagonists a middle-class insurance-man and a gormless hotel porter. Plautus doesn’t go that far but he still has the nous to mark out the crucial differences.


His other stroke of genius is to allow the identity mix-ups to revolve around a dress that is constantly changing hands. First EM pinches it from his wife to give to his mistress, Erotium. Then Erotium, mistaking her man, hands it over to the visiting SM to get it distinctively embroidered. Next EM, who’s being harassed by his wife, asks Erotium to return the dress only for her to claim he’s already got it. In the meantime SM finds himself confronted by EM’s outraged wife, who demands the dress back and eventually summons her father, who has the visiting twin classified insane. There’s much more, but this gives one some idea how a simple prop motors the plot before the confusion is cleared up and the wrongs, so to speak, are redressed.


Misogyny is a trickier topic. We’ve seen how Euripides and Aristophanes created witty female protagonists. Plautus reverts to stock types. In this play EM’s wife is a straightforward virago and Erotium a beguiling sex-object. It’s a pattern you find repeated down the ages – the shrew and the temptress – and, without exonerating it, I’d say that it’s a by-product of the kind of comedy in which situation takes precedence over psychology. Even if EM and SM are differentiated, it is only because the logic of the plot and audience comprehension demand it. Rather than condemn Plautus for lack of sexual enlightenment, I would just make two points. One is that Plautus undermines Roman notions of masculinity: EM here not only steals his wife’s dress but at one point puts it on, feyly saying to his parasite, ‘Tell me that I’m so attractive.’ The other point is one made by Segal: that the sexual stereotypes allow the homes occupied by EM and his mistress to represent symbolic opposites. ‘We see in the two on-stage houses,’ writes Segal, ‘a contrast between the atmosphere of everyday and that of holiday or, as Freud would express it, the Reality Principle versus the Pleasure Principle. Needless to say, Pleasure emerges triumphant for that is the theme of all comedy.’


Yet madness is also present in the play. It is there in a literal sense. SM is first deemed insane by his supposed father-in-law, and, once categorised as mad, he decides to act the part. A doctor is called to examine and section him, which he duly does. The only trouble is the doc eventually picks on the wrong twin, EM, who is about to be carted off to the bin by four burly bodyguards when he is rescued by SM’s good-hearted servant. But Plautus’ play deals with the larger, disorienting madness of a stranger arriving in a foreign city and being familiarly greeted while the long-term resident finds himself a stranger in his own world. Identity is called into question, nothing is quite what it seems and, as Eric Bentley wrote of Feydeau’s farces, ‘one touch, we feel, and the whole thing might go spinning into space’. Plautus was primarily an entertainer. But The Brothers Menaechmus introduces us, with pioneering zest, to a host of ideas that were to become common currency in comedy and farce. There is acknowledgement of theatre’s theatricality; the notions of marriage as a trap, adultery as a risk, the servant as wiser than the master; above all, the idea that in life you can’t achieve harmony and reconciliation without first experiencing disorder and delusion. I just wish someone would revive this delirious piece, which I’ve only seen done by students, to show that Plautus is the godfather of modern comedy and farce.
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The Mysteries
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adapted by TONY HARRISON


(1937–)





It’s a big leap from classical Rome to medieval Britain, but in the mystery plays, written at the end of the fourteenth century, one finds the roots of our native drama. This is where it all starts.


The basic facts are familiar. Collectively the plays cover the Bible story from the Creation to the Day of Judgement. Four complete cycles survive: York, Towneley (from Wakefield), Chester and the Ludus Coventriae (deriving, despite its name, from Norfolk). The cycles are diverse in scope and style and are the work of unknown hands. And the plays themselves were performed, at Corpus Christi, on travelling carts or ‘pageants’ and were sponsored by the appropriate guilds: the shipwrights undertook Noah, the goldsmiths the Magi, the bakers the Last Supper. We know that the plays were popular for two centuries, were banned under the Reformation and were dismissed as primitive by later generations: Byron thought them ‘very profane productions’.


But the strange paradox is that they have been systematically rediscovered in secular post-war Britain. York, Chester, Coventry have all staged local cycles, and, when I first came to London in 1964, I saw a stunning re-creation of the Wakefield plays at Bernard Miles’s Mermaid Theatre. But it was Tony Harrison (‘a Yorkshire poet who came to read the metre’) who achieved a brilliant theatrical synthesis in his version of The Mysteries: a trilogy comprising The Nativity, The Passion and Doomsday that began its life, in Bill Bryden’s unforgettable production, on the National Theatre terraces on Easter Saturday 1977 and ended up being staged in its entirety at Henry Irving’s old theatre, the Lyceum, in 1985.


Why do I give these plays, in Harrison’s exemplary version, such prominence? First, because they reveal the hunger for realism that, with occasional digressions, dominates British drama for the next six centuries. You see this most clearly in the masterly scenes of the Crucifixion, which are the work of an anonymous writer who, because of his rugged alliteration and emphasis on the sheer difficulty of the task in hand, has been dubbed ‘the York realist’. This appetite for the particular comes out perfectly in Harrison’s version. The ‘knights’ assigned to crucifying Christ are individualised workmen equipped with toolbags, lengths of rope, hammers and nails. But, although they’re keen to get the job done and pick up their wages, it’s more difficult than they thought. First they make the auger-holes on the cross too far apart so that Christ’s hands have to be stretched till they can reach them. Then, having laid Christ out on the cross, they can’t lift it because of his weight. Finally, with the aid of a ladder and ropes attached to the cross, they heave it precariously into position. ‘Him as made mortice made it too wide,’ moans the fourth knight. ‘That’s why it waves. Young gormless get!’ Finally wedges are hammered into the base of the cross to make it secure. The most iconic image in the Christian faith thus becomes a prototypical ‘work-play’. You can trace a direct line between this and David Storey’s The Contractor, which, in 1969, showed another group of wage-driven Yorkshiremen having similar difficulties erecting a wedding marquee.


Realism is one aspect of the British dramatic character. Another is a capacity for the comic: a desire, against all the Aristotelian belief in unity of tone, to parodically puncture seriousness. This mixture of the homely and exalted is at its best in the famous Wakefield Secunda Pastorum, the Second Shepherd’s play, in which the journey of the Magi to the Bethlehem stable is immediately followed by a rollicking farce about an attempt to pass off a cribbed sheep as a cradled infant. Even here there is a strong vein of realism. The oppressed shepherds are first heard moaning on the moor about being ‘over-taxed’ and ‘down-ground’, claiming, ‘We have no rights allowed by these gentry-men.’ For them the loss of a sheep is a serious business. That explains why they are outraged when they find the wife of the thieving Mak nursing the stolen animal in swaddling clothes as if it were the baby Jesus: ‘Saw I never in a cradle A horned lad ere now,’ one of the shepherds sagely mutters. You can take this as a mark of the Gothic imagination which, as in the paintings of Bosch and Bruegel, mingles the holy and the grotesque. For me it’s also a clue to that juxtaposition of the serious and the comic which – although evident in Euripides – helps to define British drama and finds its richest expression in Shakespeare.


I don’t think it’s fanciful to argue that Shakespeare learned a lot from the mystery plays. We know that a cycle was played in Coventry, not far from Stratford, as late as 1581, when Shakespeare was seventeen. What he would have seen was drama’s power to mix the earthy and the elevated. Abraham says to Isaac, whose life he has been called on to sacrifice, ‘Make thee ready, my dear darling For we must do a little thing’: the words, in context, are as sublime in their simplicity as Lear’s ‘Prithee undo this button’ before his death. And when Hamlet warns the players against rant and bombast, what does he say but ‘It out-Herods Herod’: a clear reference to the roaring tyrant of The Mysteries, who cries, in Harrison’s version, ‘I am the king of all mankind, I bide, I beat, I loose, I bind.’


Glynne Wickham in Shakespeare’s Dramatic Heritage takes the argument even further and suggests that Macbeth plays on popular recollections of The Mysteries. Hell in both the York and Towneley cycles was fortified like a castle and guarded, on behalf of Beelzebub, by a character called Rybald: it’s but a short journey to Shakespeare’s drunken porter, who mans Macbeth’s gate, hears the same knocks on the door as occur in the Harrowing of Hell and who instinctively cries, ‘Who’s there, i’ the name of Belzebub?’ Wickham goes on to point out how much Macbeth has in common with the medieval Herod: both tyrants whose peace of mind is destroyed by prophecies of a rival and who hires assassins to murder all potential opponents, including children. Obviously Shakespeare’s Macbeth is a thousand times subtler than Herod, but the folk memory lingers on.


I don’t, however, mean to suggest that these medieval plays are crude or simplistic. In fact, they show their audience’s ability to embrace multiple levels of reality. Take the scenes in Doomsday, where the resurrected Christ appears to his uncomprehending disciples and imagine that you are a fourteenth-century spectator in York or Wakefield. You would have been watching a recognisable local worthy playing Christ. You would also have been confronted by an embodiment of the most spiritual force in your existence. On yet another level you would have seen a character who confirms his physical existence to the sceptical apostles by eating fish and taking honey. It is a moment beautifully realised in Harrison’s version and made even stronger when the doubting Thomas is instructed to put his finger in Christ’s wounds and cries, ‘My hand is bloody with thy blood.’ But whose blood exactly? That of the crucified Christ or that from a pool supplied to the props department by a local butcher?


I am not patronising the credulity of the medieval mind. When I saw the Bryden–Harrison version at the National I was fascinated by my own and the audience’s response. How was it that we were all so moved by a Creation myth long derided by Darwinists, by the story of a virgin birth not susceptible to reason and by a Day of Judgement depending on a Manichaean notion of Heaven and Hell? Was it simply that we were away-day Christians nostalgic for a religion we may have been taught in childhood? Were we simply overcome by the skill of the presentation? Or was it proof yet again of the contradictory nature of drama, which can make you surrender emotionally to what you doubt rationally? It may have been any one or all of those things. All I know is that, for those of us present, it was a momentous encounter with the origins of English drama.
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Edward II
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CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE


(1564–93)





I first saw Marlowe’s play presented by the Cambridge society that bears his name in a dingly dell in Stratford-on-Avon in the summer of 1960. I was mesmerised by its momentum, its poetry, its dizzying shifts of focus. I have seen it many times since, notably in 1969, when a flamboyantly restless Ian McKellen paired it with a more ceremonial Richard II in a stunning Prospect diptych, and in 1990 at Stratford’s Swan, when Simon Russell Beale made the leap from being, in his own words, the ‘RSC’s resident poof’ to highly accomplished tragedian. There are, of course, other Marlowe plays I might include in my top 101. But Tamburlaine (‘the story of Giant the Jack-killer’, said C. S. Lewis) becomes a bit wearing, The Jew of Malta is too self-consciously ironic, and Doctor Faustus, for all its sublime poetry, too broken-backed. If I plump for Edward II it is because it looks back to the medieval wheel-of-fortune play and forward to the idea of a tragic hero destroyed by his erotic obsessions. In many ways, Edward II’s fate foreshadows that of Oscar Wilde: both men who believe that it is better to be beautiful than to be good, both men ruined by a fixation with widely detested emotional parasites: Piers Gaveston in Edward’s case, Bosie in Wilde’s.


I wouldn’t, however, want to push the comparison too far. What is startling, when you go back to Edward II, is how much it revolves around class as well as sex. What angers the burly English barons who surround the king is less his homosexual infatuation with Gaveston than his love-object’s lowly origins. In one extraordinary speech Mortimer Senior lists all the classical heroes who sported with their ‘minions’: since these include Alexander, Hercules, Achilles, Tully and Socrates, it’s an impressive gay club. But Mortimer junior gives the game away in his response:






Uncle, his wanton humour grieves not me,


But this I scorn that one so basely born


Should by his sovereign’s favour grow so pert


And riot it with the treasure of the realm.








That note of class-antagonism resounds throughout the play: at various times Gaveston, who wins not just sexual favours but grand titles from the king, is described as ‘base and obscure’, a ‘base peasant’, an ‘ignoble vassal’ as well as a ‘sly, inveigling Frenchman’ and a ‘dapper Jack’. That last phrase is especially significant. What the lords loathe is that a bumptious opportunist like Gaveston has been given the keys to the kingdom. It is not hard to see in the style-conscious, self-promoting Gaveston a projection of the author himself. Marlowe was, after all, the son of a Canterbury shoemaker, was recruited into the spy trade while still at Cambridge and found himself defended by the Queen’s Privy Council, including Lord Burghley, Archbishop Whitgift and Francis Walsingham, when the university sought to defer his degree. Gaveston may be the source of the king’s downfall. He also has the cocksure defiance of the social arriviste.


Marlowe’s erratic genius, however, lies in his ability to keep shifting the dramatic perspective, and not just in the case of Gaveston. Edward initially seems almost child-like in his helpless obsession with his favourite and in his whimsical dispensation of titles:






I here create thee Lord High Chamberlain,


Chief Secretary to the state and me,


Earl of Cornwall, King and Lord of Man








As Peter Conrad has shrewdly pointed out, ‘Power means for Edward the requisitioning of fantasies, the fending off of a reproving adult reality. He deploys it like someone playing Tamburlaine in a nursery-game.’ McKellen was particularly good at highlighting the king’s infantile tendencies: he dispensed honours with the promiscuous abandon of a charity-event Santa Claus dishing out Christmas presents and, whenever his impulses were checked, chewed testily on a bronze medallion. What Marlowe does for much of the play is allow us to see Edward through the eyes of his mutinous nobles and his discarded queen: our impression is of a reckless emotional and financial spendthrift throwing the realm into confusion.


But Marlowe, writing in the early 1590s, a good four years before Shakespeare’s Richard II, has the born dramatist’s gift for contradiction. His Edward starts out an impulsive child. But there is a pivotal moment when he asks to have one last glimpse of Gaveston, who’s been taken prisoner in the king’s war with his nobles, before he is executed. Eventually the nobles come round to the king’s request only for the double-dealing Warwick to ambush the prisoner and strike off his head. This may be the start of Edward’s downfall: it also marks a crucial change in our attitude. It allows Marlowe to achieve a decisive tonal shift whereby Edward gains sympathy in defeat, the high-aspiring Mortimer turns into a Machiavellian villain, and Isabella moves from a wronged queen into a conniving adulteress. Shakespeare learned from, and in many ways improved upon, Marlowe’s play in Richard II. But even he has nothing as fine as the scene where Edward, imprisoned in a damp and stinking cesspit, is visited by his exotic assassin, Lightborn, whose name has echoes of Lucifer: born in light but expelled to darkness. Lightborn is no ordinary killer but a man whose speciality is aural, or oral, penetration. In Naples he learned not only how to poison flowers but






To strangle with a lawn thrust through the throat


Or, whilst one is asleep, to take a quill


And blow a little powder in his ears,


Or open his mouth and pour quicksilver down.








For Edward death comes by means of a stamped-on table and the insertion of a poker in the anus. But many actors and directors have seized on the voluptuous kinship that exists between the king and his killer. In Toby Robertson’s Prospect production Robert Eddison’s Lightborn bathed the king’s body with sensual thoroughness before death, and McKellen clung fiercely to his assassin as if craving some kind of erotic consummation. Joe Hill-Gibbins, in his freewheeling 2013 National Theatre version, even had the same actor, Kyle Soller, doubling as Gaveston and Lightborn; lover and killer in one man.


Marlowe’s play, covering the period from 1307 to 1330, occasionally sprawls and gives one little sense of the England beyond the confines of the court. But it captures, for the first time in English drama and in exquisitely melancholic language, a sense of the solitude of monarchy:






But what are kings, when regiment is gone,


But perfect shadows in a sunshine day?








Marlowe, following classic example, also shows how tragedy derives less from external circumstance than internal flaw: in this case Edward’s emotional instability and erotic obsession. But Marlowe’s greatest achievement, which was to have a profound influence on Shakespeare and later dramatists, is to determine how we watch a play: to show that one of drama’s highest pleasures lies in the subversion of instinctive moral judgements, leaving the viewer in a state of excited confusion.
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Love’s Labour’s Lost
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


(1564–1616)





The young Shakespeare, as most scholars agree, was heavily indebted to Marlowe. But Shakespeare, in his early plays of the 1590s, achieves effects beyond the reach of his contemporary. The magnificent central play of Shakespeare’s Henry VI trilogy offers a panoramic picture of a divided England. The Comedy of Errors is a model of tight farcical plotting. And Titus Andronicus, for all its feast of horrors and its Moorish Marlovian villain in Aaron, plumbs the depths of human suffering.


But it is in Love’s Labour’s Lost, conventionally dated to 1594, a year after Marlowe’s death, that Shakespeare displays the first full flowering of his genius. Like the later Midsummer Night’s Dream, the play has no acknowledged source. But the main point is that this is a comedy that both satirises and delights in verbal display, leading Harold Bloom to remark that it outdoes Milton and James Joyce in its linguistic exuberance. It is also a corrective comedy: one that punctures the follies of youth, and male vanity in particular, without ever lapsing into trite moralising. On top of that zest and high spirits are coloured by a sense of transience, time and death in a way that defines Shakespearean comedy. Rarely performed between the 1590s and the 1840s, it is a play that has come into its own in modern times. Of the dozen or so productions I have seen in the last fifty years, one burns in the memory: that by John Barton for the RSC in 1978 that, with its cascading leaves and gathering dusk, captured perfectly the play’s Chekhovian beauty.


You have to start, however, with the play’s language and Shakespeare’s ability to explore everything in the Elizabethan linguistic locker. But language is never divorced from character, as you see in Berowne. He is a figure, memorably incarnated by actors as diverse as Ian Richardson, Michael Pennington and David Tennant, who delights in paradox and pun, sense and sound and rhetorical flights of fancy. He also uses intricate wordplay to expose the absurdity of the King of Navarre’s proposal that he and his companions devote three years to fasting, celibacy and monastic study in order to achieve fame. As Berowne says:






Light seeking light doth light of light beguile;


So, ere you find where light in darkness lies,


Your light grows dark by losing of your eyes.








That first line, with its four variations on the word ‘light’, was glossed by Harry Levin as meaning ‘intellect, seeking wisdom, cheats eyesight out of daylight’. The language is dense, packed, playful. It also pins down the central idea: that to search for immortality through academic seclusion is a denial of life. But it’s a mark of Shakespeare’s dramatic instinct that he makes the play’s sceptical hero a study in self-infatuation. We see Berowne in many different ways: as a comically corrective force, as a scourge of his colleagues’ oath-breaking hypocrisy and as a verbal spendthrift who finally forswears ‘maggot ostentation’. But it was Barton’s production that brilliantly showed how Berowne, for all his verbal prowess, needed to be taught a crucial lesson in humility: during the pageant of the Nine Worthies Pennington’s Berowne cruelly seized a flag borne by the Spanish Don Adriano and careered around the stage with it, only to find it wrenched from his grasp by Jane Lapotaire as his adored and angry Rosaline.


Like Berowne, all the other characters discover that language offers no protection against reality. Don Adriano, who delights in extravagant rhetoric and who hilariously describes how the king loves to dally with his ‘excrement’ (thankfully, he means his moustache), is finally hitched to an illiterate dairy maid. Holofernes, the pedantic schoolmaster who peppers every sentence with Latin tags, is verbally sabotaged during the pageant when his Judas Maccabeus is treated as if he were Judas Iscariot. Even the modest curate, Sir Nathaniel, is dismayed when shown to be ‘a little o’erparted’ in essaying the role of Alexander the Great; though it is hard not to warm to a character who earlier describes Holofernes’ dinnertime conversation, with finicky precision, as ‘learned without opinion, strange without heresy’.


But why is it that audiences still warm so readily to a play packed with Elizabethan word-juggling and obscure classical allusions? I suspect it is because it acknowledges life’s complexities and shows the chill hand of death intruding on the comedy. It has become fashionable to update the action and underscore it with the distant rumble of guns like those heard by Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsberries in their Sussex retreat in 1914: a transposition first used by Robin Phillips at Stratford Ontario in 1978 has since been adopted by Ian Judge in 1993, Trevor Nunn in 2003 and Christopher Luscombe in 2014 in various RSC and National revivals. It’s a concept that can come off but it’s essentially redundant, since Shakespeare does the work for us with the climactic intrusion of the black-clad Marcade in one of the most sensational entrances in world drama:




MARCADE: God save you madam.


PRINCESS: Welcome, Marcade, But that thou interruptest our merriment.


MARCADE: I am sorry, madam, for the news I bring Is heavy in my tongue. The King your father –


PRINCESS: Dead, for my life!


MARCADE: Even so; my tale is told.


BEROWNE: Worthies away, the scene begins to cloud.





Shakespeare himself directs the scene perfectly, and the play’s succeeding 200 lines are among his most astonishing in effecting a transition from exuberant fun to chastening separation. There is none of the romantic pairing conventionally associated with comedy. Instead the King of Navarre and his followers are assigned a series of penitential tasks by the Princess of France and her ladies: that for Berowne, inducing laughter in ‘the speechless sick’, seems especially severe. Some commentators, including John Kerrigan, spy the possibility of redemption among these arrogant males: others, such as Harold Bloom, are sceptical about any possibility of happy reunions for the lovers. But Shakespeare early in his career lays down an important marker: comedy, he shows, doesn’t have to end in romantic closure but can be an open-ended affair, allowing the audience to speculate on the afterlife of the characters. Instead of marital pairing Shakespeare ends with two songs in celebration of spring and winter: a significant reversal of the logical order that, as Kerrigan points out, reflects the play’s movement from youthful ‘delight’ to cold death and divorce. And in the songs themselves Shakespeare offers unforgettably graphic images, as sharp and precise as you’d find in a Ted Hughes poem: we can all easily envisage a winter where ‘birds sit brooding in the snow And Marian’s nose looks red and raw’. It’s a play that never ceases to move or amaze me. It’s a young man’s play, written by what might be a word-spinning Elizabethan Tom Stoppard testing the resources of language to the limit. At the same time, it’s palpably the product of a Warwickshire countryman who realises that sophisticated wordplay and academic fame are subject to the implacable rhythm of the seasons and the stark fact of death.
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Henry IV Parts One and Two
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


(1564–1616)





I’m with Kenneth Tynan on this. He wrote in 1955 that ‘the two parts of Henry IV are the twin summits of Shakespeare’s achievement’. No plays ever written can match their panoramic social vision: their ability to combine court and country, poetry and prose, a private drama of fathers and sons and a public account of the state of the nation. I have loved these plays since I first saw them in Bernard Hepton’s production at the old Birmingham Rep in 1960. If I had one day of my life left to spend in a theatre, I think I would choose a first-rate revival of these twin masterpieces.


Where to begin? One way might be by stressing the plays’ constant dual perspective. On one level, we are in the England of the early fifteenth century; on another, the scenes in the Eastcheap tavern reek of Elizabethan London. And that duality can be applied to character. You can see Prince Hal as a calculating, cold-blooded politician or as a man undertaking a self-imposed education in kingship. And scarcely any figure in world drama arouses such contradictory emotions as Falstaff. At one extreme, articulated by W. H. Auden, he is a figure of supernatural, Christlike charity: at another, he is a fleshed-out embodiment of Vice as seen in the medieval morality plays. As Adrian Poole has written in the latest Penguin edition, ‘it is hard to speak of Falstaff without being too generous or too censorious’: Shakespeare’s genius lies in creating a figure of such multi-dimensional complexity that no single adjective can ever pin him down.


Falstaff’s positive qualities hardly need to be stressed: his vitality, wit, verbal inventiveness, intellectual resourcefulness, carnivalesque sense of fun. I’ve seen many fine Falstaffs, including Hugh Griffiths, Brewster Mason, John Woodvine and Desmond Barrit, who have brought out these and other qualities. But the two actors who, for me, have most successfully highlighted Falstaff’s predatory instinct and tragic dimension are Robert Stephens and Anthony Sher in, respectively, 1991 and 2014 RSC revivals. Both reminded us that Falstaff is a ruthless operator with a casual disregard for human life. As his ragged military recruits filed across the stage towards certain death at the end of Part One, Sher almost off-handedly dismissed them as ‘food for powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit as well as better’, a line that produced a look of appalled horror in Alex Hassell’s Prince Hal. Both Sher and Stephens rigorously desentimentalised Falstaff, showing how he abuses the generous hospitality and innocent credulity of Justice Shallow: ‘If a young dace be a bait for the old pike,’ he heartlessly announces, ‘I see no reason in the law of nature but I may snap at him.’ But both actors also brought out Falstaff’s essential solitude: Sher was the archetypal pub-charmer with no home-life, and when Stephens came to the line ‘If I had a thousand sons, the first human principle I would teach them should be to forswear thin potations’, his voice audibly cracked at the end of the first phrase. It was a moment of recognition for Falstaff: an awareness not only of his own childlessness but of his imminent rejection by his surrogate son.


Shakespeare’s greatest comic figure turns out to be one of his most tragic. But there is another tragic figure in these two plays: namely, the king. Traditionally, the role has gone to actors, such as Harry Andrews and Eric Porter, skilled at conveying a marble grandeur. But both Julian Glover in Noble’s 1991 production and Jeremy Irons in Richard Eyre’s 2012 BBC Television version brought something more to the role. Glover started as an unforgiving Old Testament patriarch who provoked rebellion by his curt dismissal of the Percys and alienated his son by treating him as a recalcitrant hooligan: at one moment Hal, having earned his father’s praise for his courage in battle, rushed impetuously towards him, only to be met by Mr Glover’s implacable, basilisk stare. But, like Irons in the TV production, Glover also showed every facet of the king’s insomniac guilt and the pathos of his longing to achieve absolution by religious pilgrimage.
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