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  Measure for Measure (1604)




   




  Opened at the Greenwich Theatre, London, on 12 July 1975




  (Originally performed by the National Theatre Company in 1973)




   




  Directed by Jonathan Miller




  Designed by Bernard Culshaw




  With Julian Curry as Angelo, David Firth as Lucio, Lucinda Gane as Mariana, David Horovitch as Claudio, and Joseph O’Conor as the Duke




  





  

    Measure for Measure is one of Shakespeare’s so-called ‘problem plays’. It was written in the early

    1600s, between Hamlet and King Lear, when he was at the height of his powers. In the 1623 First Folio it was labelled a comedy. However, it ends with two weddings which are

    enforced rather than romantic, and a marriage proposal that receives no response – hardly the stuff of conventional comedy. ‘Enigmatic masterpiece’ might be nearer the mark.


  




  Isabella tells Angelo ‘O, it is excellent / To have a giant’s strength, but it is tyrannous / To use it like a giant’ [2.2]. The use and abuse of power is a

  central theme. Other issues raised are the extent to which mercy should temper justice, and the validity of different relationships between men and women. To what degree is the Duke a benevolent

  deus ex machina, and to what degree a ruler by the seat of his pants, who moves from one hastily improvised solution to the next? Is Angelo really nothing but a villainous hypocrite, or is he

  basically a virtuous man whose newly aroused sexuality propels him out of control? And in Isabella, what separates saintly compassion from rigid and frigid morality? Measure for Measure

  asks many more questions than it provides answers to, and resists neat categorisation.




  I must declare a strong personal interest, having played Angelo in this production. Jonathan Miller updated it to 1930s Vienna. It was originally put on in 1973 during the

  National Theatre’s tenancy at the Old Vic, shortly before the company moved to the South Bank. The show was revived two years later at Greenwich, with some of the original cast and some

  newcomers, including Penelope Wilton.




  It was small-scale, intimate, ‘chamber Shakespeare’. There was very little that was either fast or loud. People, for the most part, simply spoke to each other.

  Jonathan Miller directed with the delicacy and precision of a watchmaker. Some of his suggestions bypassed theatricality. For example, when Claudio was told that death is certain [3.1], he turned

  away and yawned. As a physiological response to terror, it was piercingly accurate. In the final scene [5.1], after Angelo’s unmasking, I stood in front of the Duke. Jonathan suggested I

  should remove a barely perceptible piece of fluff from the Duke’s robe, as I confessed. I thought it was a daft idea. But in performance people found it inspired. Don’t ask why,

  I’ve no idea!
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