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  Foreword




  Trevor Nunn




  Sir John Falstaff tells the enthralling story of how he was ambushed by a gang of thieves, and fought with ‘fifty of them’. In detail he recounts how he took on two,

  who as his tale progresses become four, who a moment later become nine and then eleven men, all intent on killing him. But we know that the truth of the matter is quite different. We have seen

  Falstaff approached by Prince Hal and Poins only, causing the fat knight to run away in terror, offering no resistance. It is a seminal comic scene, because we all of us have heard tall stories,

  and probably have told tall stories, and we all recognise how stories can be improved with the telling, and the retelling. Anglers vouch that the fish they nearly caught was ‘this

  big’ and by the end of the evening in the pub, that fish has grown from a foot long to the size of a shark.




  Theatre anecdotes are notoriously and usually hilariously apocryphal. Shakespeare was an actor, so he must have witnessed any number of small mishaps onstage expanding in the

  telling, or in the tavern, to full-blown disasters of epic proportions. If not, his theatre company was very different from every group I have ever belonged to. Falstaff would seem to prove the

  point. But if actors are frequently embellishers of the yarn and the anecdote, are they to be believed when they are remembering the influences and the train of events contributing to their

  performances, particularly their great performances?




  I would say the answer is emphatically yes. Hindsight may colour things, sometimes in a rosy hue, but the reminiscences in this book are very much to be believed. Over and

  over, what the actor is remembering is the feeling of a situation, of a rehearsal, of a role – the feeling of creating something; and this record of feeling is more valuable than all

  of Mr Gradgrind’s facts put together.




  The actors doing the remembering in this book were all working through a period of enormous and exciting change in approaches to Shakespeare in this country. The age of

  rhetorical delivery gave way to the discovery, particularly aided by the influence of small-theatre intimate productions, that Shakespeare was at times an astonishingly naturalistic dramatist. In

  consequence, the ‘voice beautiful’ and what became disparagingly known as ‘mouth music’ gave way to the search for and presentation of meaning above all, and in consequence

  to the ceaseless search for the underlying thought.




  It would have been fascinating had a precursor of Julian Curry interviewed a list of successful actors from the early and middle years of the last century, so that we could

  compare just how differently actors now speak about approaching Shakespeare to how they did back then. The fashion continually changes, and we in the twenty-first century should continue to have a

  sense of history. In the future, a time will come when the refreshingly personal approaches to playing Shakespeare remembered in this book will seem to be antiquated and, heaven forfend, comic. But

  at present, these passages of times remembered contribute vividly to the sense of a teemingly creative period when Shakespeare seemed to have been rediscovered.




  







  Introduction




  Julian Curry




  It tends to be a mug’s game, getting actors to talk seriously about their craft. Ralph Richardson used to maintain that acting was ‘the art of stopping people

  coughing’. Michael Gambon describes his work as ‘shouting at night’. Anthony Hopkins says all he does is ‘learn the lines and show up’. And so on. The more experienced

  they are, the more reluctant to define and analyse what they do. Marlon Brando said he’d rather do anything than discuss acting. And when actors talk about what they do for a living, they all

  too easily disparage it, reducing it to putting on funny clothes and pretending to be someone else. ‘One day when I grow up,’ goes the refrain, ‘I’ll get a proper

  job.’




  This leaves a void which begs to be filled. Paintings are housed in art galleries, books line the shelves of libraries, and music is superbly recorded. But 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. Sure enough a film is sometimes made, in an attempt to

  preserve a record of a great performance. But it rarely matches the original. A camera can’t capture the special aura of a live show. The actor/audience relationship that produces the unique

  chemistry of theatre will be lacking. Critics write reviews, but as often as not they contradict each other, with diametrically opposed views of the same piece of work. Who is to be believed?




  What better, it seemed to me, than that the actors themselves should describe the event? What would I not give for Edmund Kean’s own account of his King Lear! We have at

  least this vivid description from his contemporary, Coleridge: ‘To see him act, is like reading Shakespeare by flashes of lightning’ – which simply makes one long to know more, in

  particular what the man himself might have had to say.




  Shakespeare’s major roles are amongst the most challenging and potentially rewarding for any actor. I decided to see if I could persuade some of those who had played them

  recently to recollect and describe their performances. I hoped 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. This in itself seemed to have the potential to be a fascinating document.




  Who would I approach? The point of departure was a wish list with one very basic criterion: excellent actors who had played leading roles in memorable Shakespearean

  productions. Having been lifelong in the business, I’d worked with many of my intended targets. Some are friends who were easily accessible, and turned out to be most generous with their

  time. But not everyone was so cooperative. Certain doors remained firmly shut. My attempts to interview Al Pacino about Richard III were thwarted by his agent, a lady so fiercely protective of her

  clients that she is known in Hollywood as ‘Dr No’ or ‘The Suppress Agent’. Paul Scofield, on the other hand, sent a charmingly self-deprecatory postcard asking to be

  excused, claiming not to be much good at interviews.




  Preparing for the encounters 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. And

  indeed 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 or in their current dressing room. I followed, as closely as possible, 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.




  Interviews are listed alphabetically by actor’s name. To try to impose any other arrangement didn’t seem helpful. The order does not follow a pattern, and chapters

  can be read at random.




  This book is an account of thirteen performances, by the actors who gave them. They span almost fifty years, from Judi Dench in 1960 to Jude Law in 2009. It is not intended as

  a study of any particular aspect of the works of Shakespeare, still less as a series of thespian pen-portraits or an acting manual. Each chapter focuses on a single performance, and the production

  in which it featured. What they have in common is a uniquely personal account of a creative process. But there the similarities end. I’m not aware of any particular continuities or recurring

  themes. On the contrary, each one quite naturally occupies its own territory, and I’m very happy with that. It also seems that, as an inevitable by-product, the actors have in fact revealed a

  great deal about themselves and their own work 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.
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  The whirligig of time has brought about vivid changes in attitudes to Titus Andronicus. Shakespeare’s earliest tragedy, first

  performed in 1594, is by far his most bloodthirsty work. It’s a heady brew – a story of revenge and political turmoil, full of appalling brutality, featuring multiple murders, rape,

  mutilation and human sacrifice. The horrors are leavened by a vein of black comedy, as for instance when two characters meet their end by being baked in a pie. The play was hugely successful in

  Shakespeare’s time, but for centuries Titus was written off as a sensationalist example of the blood-spattered drama that was popular in the 1590s. The critic John Dover Wilson

  likened it to ‘some broken-down cart, laden with bleeding corpses from the Elizabethan scaffold’, while T.S. Eliot went one better, describing Titus as ‘one of the

  stupidest and most uninspired plays ever written’. However, critics have recently taken Titus Andronicus more seriously, largely on account of its various themes which presage

  Shakespeare’s greater plays. Like Coriolanus, Titus turns against his native Rome. Like Macbeth, he becomes dehumanised. Like Lear, he divests himself of power in the first scene. And

  foreshadowing Hamlet, Titus appears to go mad with grief, but leaves us unsure of the extent to which his madness is genuine.




  Robert Atkins’ 1923 staging at the Old Vic was the first revival of a fully unexpurgated text for two hundred and fifty years. It caused audience members to faint. Peter

  Brook’s famous production in 1955 starring Laurence Olivier was a major turning point in the play’s popularity. Titus Andronicus was again a tremendous success with Brian

  Cox’s performance in Deborah Warner’s 1987 RSC staging in the Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon. It was hailed as one of the greatest Shakespeare revivals of the 1980s. When working out

  a wish list of performances I hoped to include in this book, Cox’s Titus was a leading contender. I was stunned by it. A play which is most certainly not normally considered one of

  Shakespeare’s best was made plausible, contemporary and extremely hot. I talked to Brian on a pleasant morning in 2006, sitting outside a pub in Camden Town, with only occasional interference

  from a passing helicopter.


  

  Julian Curry: Titus Andronicus is a play full of harshness and horror. It confronts bloody revenge, dismemberment, rape, cannibalism and murder. Titus opens the

  action by killing one of his sons and closes it by slaughtering his already maimed daughter. In the intervening acts, hands and tongues are cut off almost at random before doting parents eat their

  own offspring served up in pies. How can we take this seriously?




  Brian Cox: Well, I don’t think, especially nowadays, we have to look too far for the horror. But you’ve got to remember that Titus is written by a young

  Shakespeare. It’s written by a Shakespeare who around the same time wrote Richard III. It’s all about authority and those who become disconnected from reality, so it has a

  young man’s rebellious nature. Titus is an old fart who forgets what he’s there for in the first place. He had twenty-five sons, twenty-one have been killed in battle, and it’s

  only when he’s down to four that he realises that he’s lost most of his children, in horrific circumstances. And he has suffered accordingly. He’s become brutalised, he’s

  maimed. He has served his idol, Rome, for so long, unquestioningly, and has been away for so long fighting the wars, that he’s forgotten the corruption at home. And it’s only when he

  finally comes home that the corruption brings all things closer.




  The Emperor Saturninus immediately takes his prize, Tamora the Goth, and does the unthinkable by marrying her. So suddenly her boys are elevated, and his one-time captives are

  now princes of the realm. There are so many modern versions of that, political plays where groups of people take over from other groups of people, and they combine to get into bed together. And

  these are the last people to get into bed with, to shore up a state which is already crumbling, as Rome is. But Titus is old-fashioned – you know, ‘No questions asked. Do your duty.

  Serve.’ Rome is his great master.




  Shakespeare tries out a lot of ideas in Titus Andronicus that he later develops in other plays, like Othello, like Lear, like Coriolanus.

  There are lots of themes in those plays which are reiterated. I think it’s a truly great play, and not very well understood, because he does it under the guise of extremely black humour. Now

  most productions in the past – even Peter Brook’s production – cut a lot of the laughs because they thought they were detrimental to the play. But I think the laughter in that

  play is absolutely vital. If you take the masks of comedy and tragedy, and put them together, you create another mask which is ludicrousness. The state of ludicrousness. And life as we look at it

  now… we look at Iraq, and we look at what’s happening since Saddam Hussein has gone. The insurgency outstrips the IRA by a mile. It’s a brutalised situation. But it’s

  ludicrous, it’s hysterical, it’s ridiculous. And I think that’s what Shakespeare’s touching on. Those are the themes he touches on very carefully in the play. He deals with

  them so that, point/counterpoint, one ludicrous act follows another ludicrous act, so it’s all about shocking, shocking, shocking. And it’s very twentieth-century, it’s very

  Artaud, it’s very Theatre of Cruelty. You look at Brook, you look at Brook’s development. You can see how a play like Titus would start him thinking about emotional Theatre of

  Cruelty which then, seven years later, he does at the LAMDA Theatre. And he starts his French-based theatre company. I think that’s very much based on what comes out of Titus

  Andronicus. In a way he couldn’t really do justice to Titus, because the main stage wouldn’t allow it at the time. So it was very stylised. And although Olivier, I think,

  managed to sneak in a few of the jokes, most of them were excised.




  You’ve written about the image of Archie Rice [in John Osborne’s The Entertainer] being much more vivid than the image of Hamlet. What did

  you mean by that?




  I think there’s the performing element with Titus.




  You think he’s an actor?




  Yeah. Because he has to pretend, which again anticipates Hamlet in feigning madness. How much does he feign madness, and how mad is he? I think he’s so far gone that

  he’s mad, nor’-nor’-west. He does know a hawk from a handsaw, but he is kind of motoring, he uses his madness. First of all he uses it to seduce Tamora, and also to

  seduce the boys and win the boys’ confidence, and then finally to murder them and bake them in the pies, and set them up for the mother. Now that’s a mad, brutal act.




  You’re talking about the end of the play. Do you think he was mad earlier on?




  Oh yeah. I think he realises his own insanity after the rape. The most incredible poetic piece is ‘I am the sea’, after his daughter has come out ravished, with her

  hands cut off and her tongue cut out. She’s the only female in that world, they’re all sons except for this one girl who is brutalised. Then of course at the end of that scene they

  bring on the heads of his sons. And suddenly his connection for family, which he’s not made before, all comes at once. So there’s a shock value like in a great Ibsen tragedy, that

  promotes something extraordinary. It’s like Titus crying, and his tears melt the snow that brings down the ice that creates the avalanche. When finally he cries, it kills him. So the final

  part of his destiny is set in progress. And that’s what’s so extraordinary about the play, that he motors towards this diabolic end, but taking everything down with him, taking all the

  fabric of what is a corrupt society with him. It’s a fascinating play, because I think that Shakespeare, as a young writer, is dealing with things in a way that is offbeat. The reason why the

  play seems to lack cohesion is that people can’t accept the humour. They have difficulty with the humour. And that makes them go ‘Oh, it’s not really a very good play,’

  because it’s a farce. But actually it’s the humour, it’s the black humour that is cohesive, it’s the glue of the play.




  It’s in the text.




  It’s in the text. It really is.




  ‘Bear thou my hand, sweet wench, between thy teeth!’ [3.1]




  Exactly. It’s all there. And the whole thing with the fly, the murdering of the fly. The debate about whether you should kill a fly. First he’s shocked and says

  ‘Marcus, what did you do?’ and then he goes nuts and starts beating the fly up. It’s the sheer shock value. So you see Shakespeare experimenting, as he does in Richard

  III. He experiments with something slightly different in Richard. I remember going on to direct Richard because I was in a production which I found totally unsatisfying. I

  wanted to rediscover the play, and what this young man was intending and why is it a tragedy. It’s called The Tragedy of Richard III. It doesn’t seem a tragedy, but then if you

  dig close, here is a guy who was ostracised by his mother and by his sister, and he’s been treated in such an offhand fashion that he’s become this wicked, wicked boy. And of course

  it’s different again with King Lear. Shakespeare in his forties starts to write this play, which is about his own rejection. Lear is a much more circumspect man who’s looking

  back on his life, and seeing his children’s rejection of him. And having played Lear later on, I can tell you it’s a very depressing play to do. Whereas the great thing about

  Titus is that it’s a blood and guts play. It’s very energising, you have to be up there because of the humour. The whole thing has a kind of Burt Lancastrian dynamic to it.




  I read that ‘Cox took the audience into his confidence with nudges and winks’. You brought ‘a spirit of dangerous jocularity’ onstage with

  you.




  Exactly, and I think that’s in the text. I was at a stage in my career as an actor… over the years I’d often felt a bit of a fish out of water with stuff

  that I did in the theatre, and I never could find my way in. Because I wasn’t conventional. I looked quite good as a young man but I wasn’t conventional in terms of my playing. I

  wasn’t your kind of effete young Englishman, or your poetic Welshman, you know, I didn’t have that. I was a sort of rough-hewn Scot. Titus represented for me a kind of release. As a

  younger actor I was always asked to be tasteful – there was a decorous element about what one did, for fear of going across into bad taste. And what Deborah encouraged in me was the opposite.

  She encouraged my clowning, she encouraged my roots which lie in Jerry Lewis as opposed to Laurence Olivier. She encouraged that element which actually is where I come from, those wonderful comedic

  Scottish actors like Duncan Macrae and Fulton Mackay. Alastair Sim. There’s an extraordinary element to them. And also John Laurie, who was a great, classic Scots actor. He was one of the

  leading men of the immediate post-First World War Shakespeare revival at the Vic. He played all those Hamlets. I remember John Laurie telling me this wonderful story. He said ‘D’ye know

  I had this idea, son. When Hamlet… ye know… I thought… ye know… when Hamlet’s finally stabbed in the fight and he turns to Horatio, I thought… ye

  know… it’s a great idea just to say, “I’m dead, Horatio.” And I thought it should get a laugh! But of course the powers… Lilian Baylis didn’t like that

  at all. She said “Oh, ye cannee do that, John,” But they’d laugh!’ If you think about it there is a black humour in the play. And the setting of Titus was really

  very fortunate.




  Can you describe the setting?




  We did a thing they’d never done at Stratford. We started without any designer or any set, and we designed it as we went. Basically we had the idea of this big sandpit,

  like an extended children’s sandbox. And we had images of clay, that came up through rehearsal. Then we had a wonderful designer called Isabella Bywater. Originally there was a leaning

  towards a Mafia kind of thing, but then we felt that located it too much in a specific environment, which always becomes limiting. So we decided against that – it wasn’t going to work,

  so we threw it out. And then we came up with what we felt served our production, which was much more classical, much more Brechtian, using Roman artefacts and leather, swords and all that. But

  very, very simple.




  But not set in the Roman period?




  Well, we didn’t exaggerate the Roman period. At one point we used a light bulb. But we were dressed sort of pseudo-Roman. If you look at Elizabethan Roman plays, they

  were often set in Elizabethan dress with elements of Ancient Rome. We did a similar thing with the twentieth century. We had a flavour of guerrilla soldiers, say Cuban rebels, Che Guevara, with

  armour and rough khaki and rough hessian. And off-greeny-grey linen clothes. We did a twentieth-century version of a Roman idea.




  Lets the play breathe more.




  That’s right. And keeps the play much more plastic, which is what it requires.




  Most directors come with a strong idea of a production from day one. You’re describing a totally different process, aren’t you?




  Deborah doesn’t do that. Deborah has a very strong aesthetic, but she always keeps her aesthetic up her sleeve. I think subsequently as a director, she’s allowed

  the aesthetic to come much more to the fore. But in those days that wasn’t the case. In those days she played better poker with it. She didn’t allow the aesthetic to rear its head too

  early. You’ll see it more in Deborah’s later productions like Richard II and The Good Person of Szechuan. And then she moved on to work with Hildegard Bechtler, and it

  became omnipresent. But with Isabella, who she only worked with the once, it was a developing thing. It was much more organic. We took what was in the rehearsal room, and converted it. She would

  take implements, like these ladders that we used during rehearsal. We hit upon this brilliant idea of the boys – Titus’ captives on their first entrance – being locked into the

  ladders, chained to the ladders. We used the ladders horizontally as yokes. And then we thought ‘Well, sitting on the ladder, could be Titus.’ So we devised this most extraordinary

  entrance for Titus, that he was carried in on the ladder held by these boys in a yoke. They’re all supposed to be chained up anyway, like slaves. So the image was Titus coming on and being

  greeted, followed by his sons, with Tamora and her two boys and Aaron the Moor in their yokes. It was a brilliant image. But it came within the rehearsal process, it came one day when somebody

  grabbed a ladder and put his head through it. It’s got the Brook influence on it, and it worked, it worked incredibly well. Deborah had that trust all the way through. I remember Estelle

  Kohler found it really difficult because she’d worked in such a traditional Royal Shakespeare way. When the sons were given to illustrating the stories, it was kind of fantastical, which

  Estelle found very throwing and she had to rethink.




  What do you mean? I haven’t got that. What were the sons doing?




  Well, during their scenes the sons would do these pantomimic acts. They’d do all kinds of jokey things. Estelle found that tricky because she’s used to classical

  Shakespearean enunciation, and ‘This is my moment, this is Tamora’s moment.’ But Deborah wouldn’t cut that business, she allowed it. She wanted much more of a sense

  of immediacy, rather than something that was beautifully rehearsed and beautifully presented. But in fairness to Estelle, she really took it on. She had worked in Stratford with a particular style,

  and suddenly she had to start again. She developed a much better sense of improvisation. And it worked. It wasn’t improvised in the end – what we did was very clearly set down, it was

  like learning dance steps. Same thing in the scene towards the end where I was mad and started serving imaginary tea, I was miming teapots and counting the cups. It was a preamble to my dressing up

  in the chef’s outfit. And we did the ‘Heigh-ho’!




  That took a lot of stick from the critics.




  That took a lot of stick from the critics but it…




  Were they right or wrong?




  We only used a phrase of it. We wanted to do ‘Off to work we go’. We wanted to constantly knock the audience off-balance, so they weren’t getting what was

  expected, they were having to rethink very quickly. And it worked. Of course the purists get on their high horses. I’ve done it before. I did it in a production where John Peter damned me for

  using saxophones instead of trumpets. I used saxophones in Richard III, because I prefer the sound, I just like that sound.




  One review said ‘Every line of text seems to have been worked over with scrupulously colourless intelligence.’ Which I thought was an odd sort of backhanded

  compliment. What do you make of that?




  I don’t understand that. ‘Scrupulously colourless.’ It was certainly scrupulous, but I don’t think colourless. We worked over every line in terms of the

  meaning, or in terms of what the trajectory of the play was. You have to get the trajectory very clear in terms of where the textual intention of the play is going. You have to be absolutely clear

  on that front. Especially when you’re doing a lot of very physical things as well. You can’t just make it a purely physical production. I remember warning Deborah about this. I said

  ‘There was a famous Midsummer Night’s Dream that Brook did, which was a very liberating production, but parts of the text went out the window. And sometimes you didn’t

  quite get the rhymes, or why they moved from verse into rhyming couplets.’ I felt we had to be very careful, we couldn’t just make it a bunch of young people’s rants, we had to be

  meticulous. Maybe it’s a subeditor’s misprint – maybe he meant colourful rather than colourless!




  The play’s full of violence and horror. Could you describe how some of the violence was staged?




  Something implied is always much more scary than what is actually visible. So when my sons’ heads were cut I off I said ‘Don’t let’s have phoney

  imitation heads, let’s have heads that are covered in muslin, blood-soaked, so you imagine that the contents are really pretty horrific.’ When they were brought on, I’m with

  Marcus and I literally chuck one at Donald Sumpter, so he has to catch it like a goalkeeper. And of course with the head flying across the stage in a muslin bag, and Donald having to catch

  it… you’d hear a gasp from the audience because it just happened so quickly. And for cutting off my hand, we put a bag over it and used a wire cheese-cutter. Once the bag was over my

  hand I curled it up like this (I had a big enough sleeve) and Aaron put the cheese wire round and pulled it through. It appeared that my hand was in the bag, which then filled with blood. Everybody

  gasped, people fainted. We had people literally being carried out, especially when Lavinia came on. Her stumps were all wrapped, bloody, but again there was no bare flesh. It was always what seemed

  to be underneath – that was pretty horrific. That element of the production was very powerful.




  I’ve got a recollection of people being stabbed, not in the corny old way under the armpit or in the ribs, but straight up between their legs in the

  groin.




  Yeah, yeah. And the other thing was when I killed Lavinia [5.3]. Instead of stabbing her I used her like a ventriloquist’s dummy. She sat on my knee, my child sitting on

  my knee, and then I broke her neck.




  With one hand?




  Using the stump, holding her neck against the stump, I turned her head away like this and broke her neck with the other hand. It was a very quick action. Donald was sitting

  behind me and he had a stick which he broke, so you heard this snap. Again it was so quick.




  Tasty stuff.




  It was all part and parcel of what the play is about. The play is about violent acts, sudden violent actions. But it was never pantomimic, because the grief element of the play

  is so powerful. David Bradley came to see it about five times, and I remember him saying it was the best play about grief he’d ever seen. The mourning element, the mourning of the daughter.

  And ‘I am the sea’ [3.1]. That scene, which is all about grief, about the realisation of losing his sons, it’s just fantastic stuff. Here’s this writer experimenting with

  ideas, and you see so many that have not left us, that’s what’s so fabulous about the play. People went ‘Ah well, you know, Titus is just a grumpy old beast, it’s not as

  great as the other plays.’ But I quarrel with that.




  He’s got more cause to go mad than King Lear.




  Oh yes, much more cause to go mad than King Lear. Lear has really just got his ungrateful daughters…




  It’s a picnic by comparison.




  Exactly. Lear is a picnic! It’s a deeper thing in Lear, though, but again the themes are there. I didn’t enjoy Lear as much as

  Titus. It’s just an enjoyable play. You came offstage and you felt that you’d had a workout by the end of it. And it did mark the card a little bit on the play, because people

  saw it and went ‘Wow.’ And then, you know, there have been productions since which have tried to go down that route, but haven’t quite come at it from where we came at it. Because

  I think, historically, we hit a very interesting time. We liberated the play from its Victorian mythology. Brook was a great fan of it. He came to see it and said ‘I couldn’t have done

  that in 1955. I couldn’t have done what you did. We didn’t have the actors, in terms of an ensemble, who were prepared to do that kind of stuff.’




  Most of the characters seem fairly straightforward, apart from Titus. But he’s wonderfully complex. Going back to the beginning of the play, why did you turn down

  the candidacy to be Emperor? And why did you support Saturninus?




  I think it’s the fact that he’s a soldier, he’s not a politician. And he’s not of royal blood. There are feudal elements to the play, and he sees very

  clearly where he is on the feudal ladder. He makes the wrong choice in supporting Saturninus, but he does it in order to safeguard something which… he believes that things are going to be

  better served by Saturninus. And he makes a massive error of judgement. Actually the reason he doesn’t take on the candidacy of Rome is because he doesn’t want it. He doesn’t want

  to be Emperor, that’s not who he is.




  He says ‘I’m too old, too tired, you’ll have to elect somebody else tomorrow…’ But do you think he really means it? Does he want to be

  asked three times?




  No, I don’t think he does, I think that’s his honesty. He’s an honest, bluff old soldier. That’s what makes him an attractive character. Alright, he

  becomes wiry and wily, and he does all these tricks later on, but basically he’s served Rome, and he’s served Rome pretty well. His relationship to Rome is a very good one, because

  he’s not done anything for himself. He’s never feathered his own nest. He’s given, given, given. And this is why the act of betrayal is so great. It suddenly dawns on him,

  ‘I’ve given my whole life to the idea of Rome. I’ve given to the Royal Family, I’ve given to what I believed was right, I’ve followed traditional values.’

  He’s very much a traditionalist. It’s like Mountbatten or somebody, who’s gone on doing certain things in a certain kind of way for truth, and finally he gets treated so badly

  that he flips. He suddenly says ‘Well, hang on a second, I don’t think this is right. I think this is wrong, and I’ve got to do something about it.’ It’s a bit late in

  the day, but I think he is a servant to Rome, and that’s what he sees in himself.




  Would you say Titus has a tragic flaw?




  Yes, his tragic flaw is that he doesn’t ask questions. He’s unquestioning, he’s a killing machine, and as a result he becomes brutalised. He sees the death of

  his sons as being rather noble. But then it impinges on him. When you’ve got thirty sons you don’t notice it, but when it’s down to four you begin to think ‘Hang on,

  they’ve all gone!’




  So what’s his journey through the play? What does he learn?




  The journey is to realise that he’s lost his humanity, and to try to reclaim it. Which is what he does, in a sense, even by the dastardly killing of his daughter. And his

  line is guaranteed because at the end of the play his son takes over. It’s really interesting that at the beginning of the play he was obviously a bit of a hero. He was a very popular figure.

  But if you are in the face of such action for so long, and you’re used to serving, serving, serving, you begin not to be able to see further than the end of your nose. It happens to a lot of

  old soldiers, you know. Soldiers on the whole tend to live long lives, and they go through changes. They can emerge quite wise, but sometimes they behave brutally.




  Looking at the play, you’d be tempted to think Titus pays a price that’s way in excess of what he deserves for his faults.




  Yes, I think to a certain extent that is true. But Shakespeare’s a young man who’s rubbing authority’s face in the dirt. He’s always playing with that,

  Shakespeare. His whole attitude to authority is questioning. ‘Thou ladder which overreaches itself,’ or words to that effect, Richard II says to Northumberland. He talks about the

  ladder, in the sense of people going beyond what they’re supposed to. And neglect. Lear: ‘I have taken / Too little care of this’ [3.4]. He talks about neglect constantly, about

  these great figures who neglect their responsibility. There’s a very powerful moral imperative throughout his plays. He talks about it in Richard II and in Henry VI, with

  the King wandering around saying ‘Oh, I haven’t really done what I should have done.’ The Lancastrian wars, all of that. He’s seen people who have neglected something very

  vital, a human responsibility or one of state. We think that the time we live in has become debased, but so many things go way back. They had Walsingham, they had the Cecils, and all the

  internecine struggles of these people who were running the country on Elizabeth’s behalf. And I think Shakespeare thought ‘These guys are a bunch of wankers. They’re bastards, and

  they’ve let us down very badly.’ His plays are full of references to ‘We’ve allowed things to slip, we’ve allowed things to go’, and Titus is about

  that. Titus is about this man who finally realises he’s been fighting for the state so long, he hasn’t noticed how decadent it has become until too late, and he has to pay the

  price. And Shakespeare says ‘In order for you to redeem yourself you’re going to have to walk barefoot on coals,’ and that’s what he puts Titus through. So there is a sense

  of redemption. It is heroic, ultimately. But it’s quite interesting, where that kind of heroism comes from. Because we don’t think of it as a heroic play. We think of other plays being

  much more heroic than Titus Andronicus.




  Can you describe your appearance?




  In the first scene I came on caked in mud, and later as I got madder the mud increased. My image was all to do with a corroded statue. It was to do with the statue of a once

  young, healthy soldier that over the years had been corroded, and then bits had broken away, and the nose had gone. I wanted this sense that the brutalising nature of his life had corroded him

  physically, and this was the last bestial act of corrosion. There was also a self-amelioration, in the sense that as he gets crazier and crazier, he comes to recognise his corrosion.




  What about the chef’s outfit at the end?




  Well, it’s a sudden… it’s way off… it’s outfield. But it’s also to do with waking the audience up, and saying ‘Now we’re in

  this Walt Disney world.’ Suddenly there’s this guy coming on like one of those French chefs with a moustache, and doing that ‘Heigh-ho! Heigh-ho!’ And they think ‘My

  God, this is weird!’ It’s also distressing, because the audience don’t quite know what to do. They go ‘What is this?’ And then that’s taken to its extreme with

  the baking of Tamora’s sons in a pie, and getting her to eat it. He’s gone, because he’s played madness to a point where the line has been crossed. And then of course he comes

  back out of it again. It’s an astonishing play, a truly astonishing play.




  In the final scene there are three murders in three lines. Deaths purge, up to a point, and scores are settled. Your son Lucius becomes Emperor. Is there anything more

  positive, more upbeat that you recall?




  I think, just relief. Relief it’s all over.




  For?




  For everybody! The evening. The war is over. It’s like the Iraq conflict. What a relief it’ll be when we get out of there, if we sort it out. It’s not sorted

  out. Looks as if it’s not going to be sorted out… But a sense that after the events of the night, you don’t need to comment on them by going into a big celebration. You just have

  to say ‘Alright, he’s King now. We’ve stopped. Enough. Now we’re moving on.’ Which is life.




  Can you sum up?




  He wrote a crowd piece, but he wrote it under the guise of all these ideas. He thought ‘How can I do what I want to do, and at the same time make the money, make it

  successful?’ And as you said, Titus was one of the most successful plays of the period. But he just threw everything at it. He threw the whole kitchen sink at it, and said

  ‘I’m going to have a riot, I’m going to go nuts, I’m going to put in every idea.’ And I reiterate: King Lear, Coriolanus, Othello,

  Macbeth, every single play is in that play.




  A returning warrior, who doesn’t know how to cope with life back home…




  Exactly. It’s fascinating, it’s absolutely fascinating.




  How was doing it in a small theatre? That must have been helpful?




  It was, especially when people kept fainting! And in The Pit they used to wander onto the stage. One time I was mid-performance and I heard this woman go ‘Help me, help

  me!’ She was sitting in one of the side seats. I had to take her, still acting at the same time, and walk her off the stage into the vomitorium. I said to the ushers, ‘Get her out of

  here!’ As soon as she got past, she was on the floor, out for the count! That happened twice.




  I’m not surprised.




  They were so overcome. We had a man die in Paris.




  Really?




  Oh yeah. It’s nothing to be proud of, but somebody actually died, at the end of the first act.




  Of a heart attack?




  Yeah. At the Bouffes du Nord. He sat in his seat and he didn’t get up at the interval. It’s a thing to go out on. Good God!
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  Romeo and Juliet is Shakespeare’s early tragedy of ‘star-cross’d lovers’, whose youthful deaths ultimately

  reconcile their feuding families. Since its first performance in the mid-1590s it has remained one of his most popular plays. The lovers are united by their passion yet doomed to separation, and

  the fact that they have so little time together lends intensity to their relationship. They fall instantly in love, are married almost immediately, and enjoy just one single night together before

  their enforced separation. Romeo and Juliet brilliantly evokes the ardour of youth. A testament to the immortal power of what is frequently billed as ‘The Greatest Love Story Ever

  Told’, is the fact that each year thousands of letters are sent to ‘Juliet in Verona’ from young lovers, seeking her blessing or advice. The volume of mail is such that a local

  organisation, Il Club di Giulietta, devotes itself to replying on her behalf.




  Romeo and Juliet has been revived, revised and adapted countless times on stage and film, and in musical, opera and ballet. The play draws much of its power from

  discord, and powerful versions have been made in areas of genuine conflict. It was famously transposed to 1950s New York for the musical West Side Story, depicting the rivalry between

  teenage street gangs, the Puerto Rican immigrant Sharks, and the ‘True American’ Jets. In 1994 it was set in Bosnia with a Christian Romeo and a Muslim Juliet. Romeo and Juliet

  has been filmed some sixty times, starting in 1900. Franco Zeffirelli’s 1968 movie recreated much of the atmosphere of his stage production.




  I was delighted when Judi Dench agreed to talk about playing Juliet, not least because my first job was as a limping, hunchbacked citizen of Verona in the same production, when

  it was recast for a long tour. By then the newspapers with their mixed notices were turning yellow, Judi was quite sensational, the show was eight months into its run and well on the way to

  becoming legendary. It was thrilling to be involved. I was a walk-on without a word to say but felt part of a rich onstage community. I knew what my character’s job was, who I was married to,

  where we lived. I can still remember the fabric of noises, the whistling and shouting, grunting and groaning, dogs barking, birdsong, the tolling of bells and general din, street cries, distant

  offstage snatches of song and vendors bawling their wares.




  I went to meet Judi for this interview in 2006 at her beautiful Elizabethan home in Surrey. Having played Juliet forty-six years earlier, some details had necessarily become

  hazy. But others were still razor-sharp, and the longer we talked, the more memories came flooding back. It made perfect sense that, for all her later triumphs in Shakespeare, this was the part she

  chose to discuss.


  

  Julian Curry: You’ve played most of the great parts for actresses in Shakespeare. But Juliet holds extra-special memories for you. Why’s that?




  Judi Dench: Well, it was at the end of my second year at the Old Vic, I think. I’d been there since ’57. And I’d played lovely things – Maria in

  Twelfth Night, the First Fairy in the Dream and Ophelia. But it came very much from left field when Michael Benthall [the Artistic Director] said he wanted me to do this. He was

  casting for Franco Zeffirelli, who’d never directed a Shakespeare play before, and so he was casting in the dark. I remember being absolutely thrilled – John Stride as Romeo and Alec

  McCowen as Mercutio. And then worrying that Zeffirelli would arrive and I might not be what he would want.




  So you didn’t audition for Zeffirelli?




  No. Michael cast us, and I’ve never known whether Franco had been over and seen us all in something else beforehand.




  Sent a spy, maybe. So it wasn’t quite your first Shakespeare, but it was very early days.




  We were in everything at that time, we weren’t out of a play. Merry Wives, Twelfth Night and Hamlet, Lear. If you weren’t

  actually in them, you were walking on and understudying.




  Or playing a soldier.




  Or playing a soldier. We played a lot of soldiers in the Henry VIs. I remember when we got Asian flu, all of us, they said ‘Go, one of you, and pull down The

  Savoy.’ And I ran off carrying a ninety-foot pole with a toffee apple on top of it, to tumultuous applause. And then they said: ‘Let four captains / Bear Hamlet like a soldier to the

  stage’ – and during the Asian flu, there were only four girls! So we’d been through quite a lot, yes. Learnt a lot.




  Did you know the play well, did you have preconceptions?




  What I knew is the Prokofiev music very, very well, and the Tchaikovsky music very well. I knew the play, but I had no preconceptions. The way Franco worked was very much on

  instinct, tremendously on instinct. You would be rehearsing and, out of the corner of your eye, you’d see him doing it beside you… much, much better than you were doing it!




  So he was a demonstrator-director?




  Well, he didn’t want you to actually watch him, but he kind of wanted to share the emotion with you. And of course, it did make you share the emotion. I remember him

  saying ‘I don’t want anything stately about these two. They’re children, they’re little, young children, and they’re entirely imbued with the passion of Italy and the

  passion of the feud between their families, and the passion between the two of them. There’s nothing bridled about them. They’re fast and impulsive. They’re not contained in any

  way. They’re completely free emotional spirits, passionate spirits.’




  What do you remember about the production in general?




  I remember there was a gasp on the first night. Because the Vic, I don’t think, had ever seen anything quite like it.




  Zeffirelli not only directed, but also designed the sets himself, isn’t that so?




  He did. He designed the sets. It opened with people putting their bedding over verandahs, and a marvellous sense of heat, and a fountain in the middle. It was spectacular to

  look at. And there was an incredible gasp when the lights went up. He taught us all. Franco didn’t really have a regard for the verse, which is a great pity because we didn’t know

  enough, and we were much criticised for that. But instead of the verse, he got the youth, because everybody looked and was very, very young.




  The costume designer was called Peter Hall, wasn’t he.




  Yes. Not Peter Hall the director, another Peter Hall was the costume designer.




  I read that ‘he brought from Verona a collection of coloured pebbles picked up from the tessellated squares of that city, to act as a guide to the tones of the

  costumes’.




  Absolutely. I’m sure that’s exactly right. I had a wonderful old dresser who couldn’t carry one of my dresses upstairs because of the weight. It was all soft

  browns and ochres and gold and cream. It looked like a painting.




  A Renaissance fresco?




  Yes. Exactly like that. Everybody dressed exactly like that.




  The lighting was very warm and Mediterranean, wasn’t it.




  Yes, fantastic. Sometimes there were streaks of sunshine coming through a window or lattice. But when it was dark, it was really dark.




  There was a beautiful lullaby during the blackout at the beginning. Tell me about the music.




  It was Nino Rota who wrote the music. And his melody that he wrote for us, I think was later used for that radio programme on a Sunday, where people would write in and say

  ‘my boyfriend’s left me’ and ‘my father’s died’, and all that. I kept hearing that music, thinking ‘That’s vaguely familiar!’




  I believe you were short of music just before the first night. So they locked Nino Rota away in a room and said ‘Compose some more music!’ When they came

  back two hours later he hadn’t written a note. And they said ‘What have you been doing?’ He said ‘Massimo [the assistant director] came, and we were

  talking about love.’




  And I remember also, after a day’s work, John Stride and Franco and I used to go to dinner in Soho. We were very relaxed about it, weren’t we! I supposed that

  helped.




  That was his first Shakespeare, but had he worked in England before?




  An opera… had he done an opera before? I think he had, at Covent Garden. While we were doing Romeo we were asked to the first night of Tosca. The very

  first night with Callas and Tito Gobbi. I’ll never forget it. Wonderful to think that we were there.




  The fights were sensational.




  Who did the fights?




  Bill Hobbs.




  Yes, he did. They looked really as if people were having a proper fight. I mean really, really. They were really animated and up and over everything, and up and down stairs. I

  can’t imagine how long they must have rehearsed.




  On the death of Mercutio [3.1], he and Tybalt were half playing at it until Romeo intervenes, and there’s an accident.




  Don’t you remember how Alec used to be so surprised?




  These days there are frightful street brawls with gang warfare and stabbings, every day you read about them, don’t you. Do you think the guys in Romeo

  are similar? Or are they more just showing off, being very cocky?




  Well, I don’t know, I would have thought a bit of both. They were rival gangs. The beginning of Romeo is just two gangs challenging each other to see how far

  they can possibly go, saying rude things to each other. Then it gets serious. I mean, how very similar.




  You were talking about the emphasis on youth, and saying how he seemed to improvise the production. But how much do you think was pre-planned, and how much made up as

  he went along? Could you tell that?




  Well, of course, he has a strong idea about what he wants before he starts, but I always get the feeling with Franco that he kind of senses it as he goes along. I remember

  filming Tea With Mussolini, suddenly he said to me ‘Oh, I know, we should have you with the vet with the dog.’ I said ‘The vet with the dog?’ He said ‘Yes, we

  will make this scene.’ And I said okay. So we went on working, and about quarter-past five that afternoon he said ‘Here is the scene with the vet with the dog.’ He had cleared out

  the whole of his office, it was full of animals, and there I was sitting with my dog. I think that’s why Franco was so wonderful with the play because he is a creature of instinct, very much,

  and passion. And although he would know the play, he would know the surroundings of the play, he would know intimately the detail, he would know what he wanted it to look like, and then he would

  throw himself in. That’s what you got from him, that’s what I remember. I loved it, that total instinctive thing.




  Was he patient, or was he dictatorial? Particularly in those days, directors could be very dictatorial, couldn’t they.




  Yes. But I don’t think he was, in the slightest.




  The whole cast was rather in love with him, I think.




  Oh, we were absolutely passionate about him. I have a photograph somewhere of him with my face looking sideways. I’m blurred in the foreground, he’s looking with a

  cigarette in his mouth, at the way the plaits went, curled up like this at the back. It just summed up the care he took. We were absolutely mad about him.




  The production rather divided the critics.




  Oh, it didn’t divide them about me. They all thought I was frightful, except Kenneth Tynan and Milton Shulman. Those two. Oh yes, I remember it clearly.




  You weren’t exactly showered with praise, it’s true.




  What was wonderful was when we went… were you with us in Venice?




  Yes, I was.




  It went up an hour and a half late because of a gondola crash, do you remember? And then all Franco’s relations came round in the interval and took the champagne from our

  rooms. I’ll never forget it. I didn’t have one single bottle left. I was given champagne and they took it all and drank it in the interval. I didn’t have a single bottle left.




  The devils! I remember the technical rehearsal in Venice being interrupted at two o’clock in the morning because Anna Magnani – or Sophia Loren maybe

  – had come in to greet Franco, and the whole tech would have to stop and wait until they’d finished partying at the back of the stalls.




  And the rake. I’ll never forget in ‘Gallop apace’ [3.2], lying back on that bed and seeing two stagehands standing at the back of the bed like this, going

  ‘Ohh-ohh, amore!’ Holding the bed. And also holding the wall. They were all braced by real people… I left it in Venice. That was my last performance. That was an

  emotional night. Crikey. I left it to go to the RSC.




  To do what?




  Anya in The Cherry Orchard. Franco never spoke to me for a long time.




  Kenneth Tynan, as you said, loved it. He called the production a miracle and wrote ‘Nobody on stage seems to be aware that he is appearing in an immortal

  tragedy.’




  Yes. That’s just as it should be. Franco was very anti that thing of being two statuesque lovers standing and saying the lines. And of course we swung, perhaps, too far

  the other way. But nevertheless I wouldn’t have foregone any of it for anything.




  Milton Shulman wrote ‘It looks and feels like Verona. The citizens might be Veronese. Everything about this production pulsates with radiant light, and the

  picturesque seediness of Italy.’




  That’s right! Everything was really broken down. Do you remember? The bottoms of walls and things like that, he spattered the base of walls with dirty water to look like

  dog pee. Edith Evans said ‘The costumes are disgusting. You all look so dirty!’ It did exactly look like a painting.




  On the other hand, critics wrote ‘The poetry is lacking… The lyric poetry is underplayed… The beauty of the poetry was lost.’ Why do you think

  that was?




  Well, I think it’s because we were very young. We were twenty-three or something.




  Did you have any kind of dialogue coach?




  No. Franco, as I said, was dead against any statuesque delivering of poetry. He said that you must imbue it with all the passion. With what I know now it would be different,

  but we didn’t know then about the verse. Because we didn’t have dialogue coaches at the Vic, or people like Peter Hall or Trevor Nunn or John Barton, we didn’t have that.

  Therefore there wasn’t the attention paid to speaking Shakespeare, as I now believe there always must be. It would have been an asset had we had that knowledge. Michael Benthall taught me all

  I knew about speaking Shakespeare from 1957. But it obviously wasn’t enough to hold me in good stead through all the things that Franco wanted us to do.




  There was another even earlier famous Romeo and Juliet when Gielgud and Olivier alternated playing Mercutio and Romeo. Olivier was also criticised for mangling

  the verse when he played Romeo.




  Isn’t it interesting.




  About the lovers – this will make you laugh – R.B. Marriott said ‘The lovers are the best I’ve seen in many years.’ But Harold Hobson

  wrote ‘What has happened to youth? Where is its spring, its élan? Are there no high spirits in the world except for Mr Khrushchev’s?’




  ‘Except Mr Khrushchev’s’? Was he a madman? He was already losing it, wasn’t he!




  So in general they loved the settings, the fights, the crowd scenes, the vivid evocation of Verona, the youth, vitality, ardour, the urgency. But they harrumphed about

  the neglect of poetry. And fussy bits of business. They didn’t like you fiddling with Romeo’s collar while you talked about nightingales and larks, at the end of the dawn scene

  [3.5] when you’ve just been to bed together for the first time, and he has to go. They were very old-fashioned and picky in their attitudes.




  That’s why you must learn never to read them. It was very soon after that that I refused to read another notice.




  They’re summed up in the London Theatre Magazine: ‘It’s hard to remember a production that’s won such flatly contradicting opinions,

  from “appalling” and “worst ever” to “the best London Shakespearean production since the war… If Mr Zeffirelli has ignored our time-honoured traditions, then

  it’s only time someone did, for the English theatre is becoming petrified in its own conventions”.’ What do you make of that?




  Well, I suppose they welcomed a kind of other glance at it, and somebody not being so reverential, do you think? Was Shakespeare petrified? I remember seeing some wonderful

  productions at the Vic before that.




  There was a temptation for actors to look for steps, and stand with one foot up and one foot down.




  Absolutely. Oh, that, certainly. And all the make-up. Everyone putting a mark here. Everyone had cleft chins. Don’t you remember, it got a notice once that everybody at

  the Vic had cleft chins!




  It was a completely groundbreaking production. But in rehearsal, were you all aware of that? Were you thrilled by it in rehearsal?




  Franco was very different, because of his passion and his glamour. He was very glamorous. And because he would be very witty and camp, and that was wonderful. So of course we

  were, as you said, absolutely charmed. And it was thrilling working with him. Thrilling. So fuck them.




  But during rehearsals, I’m curious to know if you realised then that you were on to a winner. With Brook’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, before it

  opened some of the cast thought it was going to be terrible, a mess. They really didn’t know it would work, because it was so different.




  I don’t know. I just remember having a lot on my plate, thinking this is a lot to do.




  So, talking about the characters. Do you remember a difference between the two families, the Montagues and the Capulets?




  No, I don’t think there was any difference at all.




  Romeo is described at the beginning of the play in courtly lover terms, isn’t he. ‘With tears augmenting the fresh morning’s dew’

  [1.1]. Daniel Day-Lewis, after having played Romeo at Stratford, described him as ‘a wanker’. But Stride wasn’t very much like that, was he.




  Not remotely. I suspect he was probably one of the best Romeos that’s ever been. He had those rounded features, very, very boyish-looking. I thought he was just

  spectacular.




  He was very energetic. No kind of a drip at all.




  Not at all.




  What about the balance between the two of you? Was one more mature than the other?




  I don’t think so. Well, not the way that we approached it. I remember watching the ballet and seeing Juliet come in with the doll when she’s called to her mother

  about Paris at the beginning, and I thought ‘Oh yes, that’s just wonderful.’ Because, although they were expected to marry very young, nevertheless what’s so important is

  the immaturity, and that fantastic innocence of both of them. When he talks about Rosaline, I think Romeo is in love with an idea of a person. But this is like nothing either of them has

  ever experienced. So in their passion and in their practice, they’re as unpractised as each other.




  Alec McCowen was described as a ‘beatnik Mercutio’. Can you make sense of that?




  No. No, that’s rubbish. A beatnik? Why? Just because he was rather anarchic and waspish? Well, I suppose in that sense every Mercutio should be a beatnik. But it’s

  a curious expression to use.




  I remember you talking about Juliet as a ‘running, laughing and falling down performance’.




  George Baker said to me ‘That’s the swiftest Juliet I’ve ever seen.’ Well, I don’t want to be a sitting target!




  You gave an interview to the Evening Standard when you said ‘Looking back to my own fourteen-year-old experiences, I would never have taken love as

  seriously as that. I was thinking more about hockey and that sort of thing.’




  Was I? Did I say that? Well, I don’t think that’s Juliet. But I do think that the wonderful thing is that she grows up during it, and has to come face-to-face with

  her own youth and the consequence of what she’s done. But at the beginning I don’t think she should have that awareness at all, she’s a child. Otherwise, if she’s

  knowing… it’s like Lady Macbeth coming on and if you think ‘My God, she looks rough, she’s a bit sinister…’ there’s nowhere for the character to go. You

  cannot believe at the beginning of Macbeth that that woman is going to do what she does. Otherwise, why does she invoke the spirits? And Juliet, as a child at the beginning, suddenly runs

  into something which is completely overwhelming. Impulsively it all builds, builds, builds, and she has to take stock and grow up, as it were, during the play. Become wiser and calmer.




  All sorts of other things were written about you. ‘A vigorous, mischievous teenager, instead of the usual highly lovesick heroine.’




  Yes, I don’t think she gets lovesick, she doesn’t know what lovesick is about.




  ‘She’s too much given to paraphrasing the lines.’




  Oh my God, I hope Peter Hall, Trevor Nunn or John Barton don’t hear that!




  ‘We see Judi Dench change from eager girlhood to womanhood onstage.’




  Good. Who wrote that? What a discerning person. Fuck the rest!




  ‘She flits about the stage like a brown butterfly.’




  ‘A brown butterfly’, that’s nice. Yes, it was a brown dress.




  ‘Miss Dench sheds her kittenishness when she lolls on the bed aching for love, and even more effectively when she stands wide-eyed and soul-stabbed at the threat

  of her husband’s exile.’




  Good. They all saw different performances!




  ‘Exciting and moving. Gets stronger as the play progresses, instead of weaker as usually happens.’




  Well, so it should be. It has to be that way, doesn’t it. She goes to take the potion, you know. Of course she gets stronger as the play goes on. You stupid man! Or

  woman… it’s bound to be Caryl Brahms, she loathed me.




  I’m coming to Caryl Brahms…




  Oh God, don’t! Is it ‘She looks something like an apple in a Warwickshire orchard’?




  No, it’s quite nice, actually.




  Oh, I can’t believe it. She never said a nice thing about me.




  She said you were ‘The merriest tragedian of them all’.




  I reckon she’d say that. She used to call me ‘Dench, J.’ She never called me Judi Dench. So she can fuck herself.




  Don’t you like being called ‘The merriest tragedian of them all’?




  No. Because I know the way she says it.




  Juliet’s an only child, isn’t she? There’s no sign that she’s got friends or siblings.




  No. I don’t think she needed any. I don’t think she sees her father and mother that much. The Nurse looks after her.




  I remember someone in the cast saying ‘Judi doesn’t hang about, she doesn’t linger in the wings before a scene.’ They said you would time going

  from your dressing room, so you went straight onstage.




  It must be the only time I’ve ever done that in fifty years.




  I was wondering if you were a bit of a Method actress in those days.




  No, I’ve never been a Method actress. I was probably doing something, drawing on somebody’s door. There wasn’t much time, actually, to linger. I was always

  going and changing. Hugely quick changes. It was just off and straight back on again.




  So it was nothing to do with not wanting your concentration to be broken?




  No, no, nothing like that.




  The word ‘beatnik’ cropped up again, connected with you: ‘An Italian gives Juliet a beatnik heart.’




  I don’t know what that means. Does it mean that we don’t stand about?
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Titus Andronicus (1591-2)
Royal Shakespeare Company
‘Opened at the Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon
on 12 May 1987

Dircted by Deborah Warner
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Romeo and Juliet (1595-6)
Opened at the Old Vic Theatre, London
on 4 October 1960
Dirted and Decigned by Franco Zeffreli

With Thomas Kempinski as Tybalr, Alec McCowen as Mercutio
Pegsy Mount a the Nurse, and John Stride 2s Romeo.
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