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  Twelfth Night (1601)




   




  Donmar Warehouse in the West End




  Opened at the Wyndham’s Theatre,


  London, on 10 December 2008




   




  Directed by Michael Grandage




  Designed by Christopher Oram




  With Mark Bonnar as Orsino, Ron Cook as Sir Toby


  Belch, Victoria Hamilton as Viola, Guy Henry as


  Sir Andrew Aguecheek, Samantha Spiro as Maria,


  Zubin Varla as Feste, and Indira Varma as Olivia




  





  




  Twelfth Night is generally considered to be Shakespeare’s most perfect comedy. It was written around 1601 when he was at the height

  of his powers, and is a brilliant blend of lyricism, boisterous laughter and bittersweet emotion. The threads of an improbable plot involving male and female identical twins are effortlessly

  interwoven with searching insights into human nature. Romantic love, and the pain it can cause, is a major focus of the play. ‘Even so quickly may one catch the plague?’ asks

  Olivia.




  Twelfth Night is very attractive to actors, having no out-and-out lead but rather a galaxy of excellent parts. If two roles stand out they are Malvolio and Viola.

  Shakespeare takes Malvolio on an eventful journey through the play. We first meet him as Olivia’s scrupulously correct and humourless servant. He soon reveals himself to be a puritanical

  party-pooper, thus antagonising Sir Toby, Sir Andrew and Maria. The trick they play on him then exposes his remarkable ambition, which is no less than to marry Olivia and become Count Malvolio. His

  gullibility and self-delusion turn him into a ludicrous figure, as he dresses absurdly and smiles constantly. Our laughter turns to pity when he is treated as a lunatic and locked in a dark cell.

  He is released into the midst of a celebration of happy lovers and reunited siblings, and stalks away alone, vowing revenge.




  When I first knew Derek Jacobi and acted with him at university, he appeared to have leapt straight from the womb as a fully formed immaculate actor. He’d played Hamlet

  as a schoolboy at the Edinburgh Festival, and already seemed impossibly accomplished, with enviable physical and vocal ease. Since those days he has been awarded two knighthoods, one British and

  one Danish. Nonetheless, he has remained reassuringly ungrand. We met and talked one morning, with a boisterous interruption from his dog, at his home in Belsize Park. It was February 2009, during

  the run of Twelfth Night. He had just been nominated for the Olivier Award for Best Actor as Malvolio, which he subsequently won.




  





  




  Julian Curry: Are you having fun playing Malvolio?




  Derek Jacobi: Yes. I haven’t had fun all the time, because I was very frightened by it at first. Not just Malvolio. Some time ago I had a bout of stage fright which kept

  me off the stage for about three years. And when I started rehearsing Malvolio, it sort of resurfaced vaguely – not badly, otherwise I couldn’t have gone on. I think it was because

  Malvolio is such a lonely part to play. He doesn’t have much contact with anybody else, and his two big scenes are mainly with the audience... to the audience. So I didn’t really relax

  in it, I wasn’t really enjoying it. I was doing it, but there was a certain amount of dread in me before I went on: ‘What’s going to happen tonight?’, you know.




  Outside the normal kind of dread?




  Yes. Outside the normal apprehension of standing in the wings, thinking what a silly way to earn a living. That’s taken for granted. But now, with only four weeks to go,

  I’m beginning to relax and I am enjoying it.




  It must have helped to be nominated for an Olivier.




  Actually, no, it put more pressure on. It has put people’s expectations up, and that makes it worse.




  I didn’t know you’d had stage fright. Do you remember what brought it on?




  Yes, I can remember exactly what started it. I talked myself into it. I put what I would call a worm of doubt in my head, quite fortuitously. I was on tour with Hamlet

  in 1979. We did a world tour finishing in Australia, in Sydney. Our interval came before the nunnery scene, so the first thing I had to do after the interval was ‘To be or not to be...’

  On the last Saturday of the tour, the Saturday matinee, I was thinking to myself how strange it is when an actor says ‘To be or not to be...’ There is a kind of silence that you can

  actually touch when he says those words. What would happen if I forgot it? I went on and I was about two lines in, and had a total blank. Total blank. I’d played it nearly four hundred times,

  so automatic pilot took over, and I carried on talking, but I didn’t know what was coming out. It was all done absolutely automaton-like. Every pore in my body opened, the sweat poured off my

  face and my body. It stayed like that for the rest of that performance and for the evening performance. And I didn’t go onstage again until 1982. All those silly questions that people ask

  you: ‘How do you learn the lines?’ I thought ‘Yeah, how do I? How do you get up in front of a thousand people?’ And I questioned my enjoyment of acting, my

  ability to act, everything. It went, totally. It was awful.
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