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  The Winter’s Tale (1610–11)




  National Theatre




   




  Opened at the Cottesloe Theatre, London on 18 May 1988




   




  Directed by Peter Hall




  Designed by Alison Chitty




  With Eileen Atkins as Paulina, Sally Dexter as


  Hermione, Shirley Henderson as Perdita, Basil


  Henson as Camillo, Ken Stott as Autolycus,


  and Peter Woodward as Polixenes




  





  




  The Winter’s Tale is one of Shakespeare’s haunting four final plays, often referred to as ‘romances’ or

  ‘tragicomedies’. It tells the story of King Leontes’ mistaken conviction that his best friend has slept with his heavily pregnant wife, and that she is about to give birth to a

  bastard. Insane jealousy takes possession of Leontes with startling rapidity. His inner turmoil is expressed in tortured and, at times, well-nigh impenetrably difficult language [1.2]:




  

    

      

        

          Affection, thy intention stabs the centre.




          Thou dost make possible things not so held,




          Communicat’st with dreams – how can this be? –




          With what’s unreal thou coactive art,




          And fellow’st nothing. Then ’tis very credent




          Thou mayst co-join with something; and thou dost,




          And that beyond commission, and I find it,




          And that to the infection of my brains




          And hardening of my brows.


        


      


    


  




  This speech has been called the obscurest passage in Shakespeare. He wrote very few stage directions, but clues for actors can often be found buried in the text itself. In this

  case its jaggedness can be said to reflect the character’s torment and confusion. The actor playing Leontes has the challenge not only of negotiating his dangerously mad behaviour – he

  also has to make sense of such a text, and lead the audience through it. It is not an easy part.




  A sixteen-year gap separates the bleakness of the first half from a comedic second half. The play concludes with a truly astonishing coup de théâtre,

  whose impact can scarcely be reproduced on the page. It is Shakespeare’s most daring and moving reconciliation scene. I’ve been in The Winter’s Tale three times, and have

  regularly seen casts of grown-up actors awash at that moment.




  I first met Tim Pigott-Smith in 1971, when we toured together in Ian McKellen’s Hamlet. In Vienna the actor playing Claudius was taken ill, and the

  as-yet-unknown Tim was his understudy. He seized his opportunity with dazzling assurance. Since then we’ve worked together on several occasions, twice with him directing me in works by Samuel

  Beckett. He was my first interviewee for this book. We met between shows in August 2006 in Tim’s tiny dressing room at the Duchess Theatre, where he was playing the Bishop in Philip

  King’s farce, See How They Run. It’s three floors up, and seriously cramped, not at all the typical star dressing room. Tim told me that they forgot about dressing rooms when

  the theatre was designed.




  





  




  Julian Curry: Where did you play Leontes, and when?
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