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  Preface




  Anyone reading this book should be aware of three basic assumptions that underpin it but are not necessarily discussed at any length within it.




  The first assumption is that actors are at the centre and are the soul of theatre. Everything a director does should be about them. They are not puppets to be fitted into a director’s ‘concept’. They are not there to be shaped, manipulated or instructed. Every aspect of a production – the design, the sound, the lighting, the music – should serve them, support them and enable the focus to be on their creativity, their art. Shakespeare knew this; he was an actor himself as well as a playwright, and each one of his plays was written with specific actors in mind: actors such as Will Kemp, Richard Burbage or Robert Armin. These were people whose personalities, skills, strengths and weaknesses he knew and understood as well as his own. His plays involved completely new challenges for an actor as the old medieval theatre was replaced by one of infinitely greater psychological complexity.




  Stage acting is a unique, and uniquely brave, form of creativity. It demands that a human being give themselves openly and honestly to a room full of strangers for about two or three hours while making an alchemical transformation – becoming someone else; or rather, a peculiar fusion of themselves and someone else; and usually someone else who doesn’t really exist except as words on a page. Hamlet is the actor and the actor is Hamlet. The encounter that is live theatre, where the unprepared (the audience) meet the prepared (the actors), is forged in the rehearsal room, a laboratory of psychological exploration. Throughout rehearsals the director’s job is to organise, guide, challenge and encourage the process of changing from one human being into another. The director’s duty is to protect the actors from the mental stresses these journeys of exploration sometimes entail, and never to exploit that responsibility with power games and fantasies of control. ‘No guru, no method, no teacher,’ as Van Morrison sang. If ever the rehearsal room becomes a place of fear and insecurity, creativity withers away. When it is a place of laughter, trust and mutual endeavour, creativity will flourish. The process of rehearsing is never easy, but when it works well it can create the conditions for an encounter between spectators and performers that is without parallel in any other form of art. Truthful acting, honest, present and informed, can make an audience feel glad to be alive, more sure of who they are, knowing themselves better, and grateful for the existence of live theatre.




  Any director who fails to understand and respect the courage it takes to act, who treats actors as mere materials for their own creativity and sees their own ‘vision’ as more important than Shakespeare’s play, seeking to divert praise due to actor and writer onto themselves, is betraying the meaning and purpose of one of the greatest bodies of work ever left to posterity.




  The players at the Globe had to close their theatre and stop performing many times because of the plague, and the visitation of Covid recently left our theatres dark for months on end. If that were to happen permanently, part of what it means to be human would be lost.




  My second assumption is that any argument about whether there is a right or wrong way to cast Shakespeare’s plays is long over. There is nothing more to debate about a Black actor playing Henry V or a female actor playing King Lear. It’s extraordinary how long it’s taken to get there, and how long it’s taken to realise that it’s nothing to do with political correctness – it’s about the wonderful revelations and excitements there are to be found when casting is completely gender and colour blind. Elizabeth Powell became the first woman to play Hamlet in 1796, and one of the most famous interpretations of the role was by Sarah Bernhardt in 1899. Over the last twenty or so years the whole casting palette has opened up in an almost limitless way revealing an array of new possibilities. Nothing now is out of bounds.




  The third assumption is that the reader should have access to a text of the plays discussed here: to be able to read a scene in full so as to establish context, or a play that is unfamiliar in order to get the whole story. In rehearsal I usually work from an Arden edition because they have the best and fullest notes, and often the best Introductions too. Simply reading them before rehearsals begin can make any director seem a lot cleverer than they are. But the edition doesn’t really matter so long as the reader at any moment is able to have their own direct relationship to the text. I didn’t want to clog this book with lengthy or elaborate descriptions of the plots and tell readers stories they would be better off reading for themselves; it simply tries to explore how actors and directors together make choices – choices about broad areas of meaning, and choices about the small but crucial moments that colour the performance and engage an audience. In short, how to reveal the purpose of the play.




  







  Part One




  DIRECTING SHAKESPEARE




  







  The Rehearsal Room




  On the first day of rehearsals I always try to be in the room at least an hour before anyone else. Excitement and nerves are twisted together, and I find it calming to sit there alone taking in the empty space, making it my own. This is a place where I need to lead, to set a tone, to create a sense of possibilities. Every rehearsal room I’ve ever worked in, from small wooden Scout huts to purpose-built modern studios, has plenty of chairs. Slowly I arrange some of them into a circle. I place a table with a single chair just outside the circle for the stage manager – I think they prefer it that way, they like to be a little bit detached, just beyond the emotional currents that are about to be stirred, and they need a big table, most importantly for ‘the book’, the precious record of everything that happens, the bible of what will emerge from the rehearsal process. I try to make the circle as perfect as possible, each chair exactly the same distance from the next, the circumference dictated by the number of actors. For a while I move about inside the circle, then outside, visiting every part of the room, seeing it from all angles. The next people to arrive are, invariably, the stage management team, usually three of them. They see the circle, and I feel a little guilty. This should be their job: they are used to asking the director how they want the room arranged and then arranging it. Some directors like no chairs because they will begin with physical exercises, and some have rows of seats for the actors facing a long table behind which sits the ‘creative team’, which at the most might consist of the director, the set designer, the costume designer, the lighting designer, the sound designer, the movement director and the voice coach. The actors become the audience in this scenario, and may well be outnumbered! So why do I make the circle myself? I suppose it relaxes me, and allows me to make my mark on the room, a gesture towards how I want things to be: egalitarian, focused, an image of the perfection we aim for but can never achieve. An image of togetherness and of common purpose, a sign that we are there to make something with each other, to turn Shakespeare’s words on a page into a play on a stage.




  When the actors start to arrive, the room gradually fills with the hum and crackle of meeting, of something beginning, threads of nerves, laughter, talk, anticipation, weaving themselves clumsily into camaraderie. We all settle, and I begin to talk. Of course, by now my perfect circle has been comprehensively disrupted – chairs moved to make way for baggage, rearranged so old friends can be together, set back a little out of modesty, the one next to the director always the last to be occupied as no one wants to be seen to be currying favour. I talk about the play, about the structure of the days to come, and at some point ask the designer to show us the model of the set. This will usually have been assembled and covered with a drape before any of the cast arrive – the idea being to increase the dramatic impact of its revelation. The physical chemistry of the room shifts as actors leave their seats and gather round the model. I watch faces as the designer explains and demonstrates how it will all work, looking for reactions. Do they like it? Is it making sense? What mood is forming? Then the costume drawings are produced, and a new intimacy begins to emerge around the actors’ relationship to the production: these are the clothes they will wear when they step on stage in front of an audience as a character that has not yet even begun to exist.




  Coffee break. The focused mood fragments into a multitude of conversations creating a party-like scene where old relationships are being renewed and new ones are taking root. The chatting over, the room resettles. The work begins. There is a long way to go.




  Some directors begin with an uninterrupted, straightforward reading of the play from start to finish. I’ve never found this particularly useful. Others begin with physical exercises, games, improvisations around characters, and situations from the play. I’ve never done that. I favour a long, slow reading of the text, stopping after every scene, discussing, going back, reading some sections again, sketching in possibilities, talking about alternative ways of looking at the relationships, and all the time trying to start understanding the implications latent in the text. This might take two or three days, with the full company getting acquainted with the totality of the play, regardless of which scenes they are in. We break the text down into ‘blocks’ (usually about forty), which are shaped by the coming and going of the characters; basically whenever someone leaves the action or someone arrives. So by the end of the first few days, the play will have been numerically restructured, and we will talk about, say, Blocks 12–16, not Act 2 Scene 3. It’s a way of making the rehearsal process focus on small units of action, encouraging detailed analysis, not generalised feeling. From then on, only the actors involved in a particular block will be called for rehearsal, not the whole cast all the time.




  Once the play is broken down into smaller sections, we begin to explore movement, and that, along with digging deeper into the text, helps the learning – suiting ‘the action to the word, the word to the action’, to quote Hamlet. I always want actors to learn their parts gradually through the discoveries they make about their characters during rehearsal – never to come with the lines pre-learnt. Bit by bit, blocks of action come together, making bigger blocks, giving an increasing sense of how the whole narrative hangs together, until eventually we are able to attempt the whole play in one seamless arc of storytelling.




  Sometimes at this stage – maybe just before or just after the first full run – we go back to the circle with which we began. The chairs are reassembled as on the first day, but now the words have been absorbed into that mental space where actor and character meet. I tell the cast to forget about the movement we have added and to improvise if they feel the need to move, in order to concentrate purely on the text, with one strict rule: every time they speak the name of another character they must look at them, wherever in the circle they may be and regardless of whether that character is in the scene or not. Other people are in our minds an amazing amount of the time, even when not physically present. We exist in a web of self-defining relationships. Others are in us and part of us all the time. Shakespeare understood that, and it is constantly there in his plays. It’s remarkable how this exercise, after rehearsing in fragments, brings the whole together, and how it helps the actor move out of their part and into their role. The cast becomes a choir, hopefully singing in tune. We live caught in the net of other people’s feelings and expectations about us. We are constantly aware we can never, quite, see ourselves as others see us. Rehearsing Shakespeare is primarily concerned with applying what we instinctively know about life in this respect to Shakespeare’s world of inter-relationships. As Bassanio describes Portia to Antonio, is he seeing her in his mind’s eye as she really is, or as he wants Antonio to see her? When Viola says, ‘My father had a daughter loved a man,’ is she trying to conceal from Orsino that it’s herself she’s talking about, or trying to reveal it? The rehearsal process is the gradual accumulation of decisions about these kind of questions, the weaving of a network of tiny, subtle moments that will suck the audience into a world of complex feelings and motives; the ever-changing chemistry of human interaction.




  The rehearsal room is the Petri dish for experimentation and discovery.




  







  Rehearsing




  Virtually single-handedly, Shakespeare invented an art form through which human beings could look at themselves, think about themselves, and potentially change themselves. This had never been done before. He was operating in a sympathetic environment. Late Renaissance England was a place full of enquiry, curiosity and adventure. Hamlet calls it holding the mirror up to nature, human nature in all its strange complexity and unpredictability. Every member of his audience was being invited to understand by witnessing vivid examples of how, for instance, a man might smile a lot yet still be a bad person. Individuals almost certainly knew this from their own private thoughts and experiences, but the stage could give them electrifying reflections of their intuitions and could make them concrete, clear and exciting – could make them feel less alone with their fears.




  In example after example Shakespeare revealed publicly just how strange and familiar men and women could be. This gave those who saw his plays the possibility of real self-knowledge, of acquiring mental tools with which they could understand, challenge and maybe reshape themselves and their passage through the world. Much about the way the world was changing in his time was generating a thirst for self-contemplation that went beyond the ideas and instructions offered by religion. The suggestion that a principal purpose in life was to know yourself – an idea born in the Classical world and re-born in the European Renaissance – echoes through the plays:




  

    I am I.




    (Richard III)




    I have much ado to know myself.




    (Antonio in The Merchant of Venice)




    This above all: to thine own self be true.




    (Polonius in Hamlet)




    He hath ever but slenderly known himself.




    (Regan in King Lear)




    To know my deed, ’twere best not know myself.




    (Macbeth)


  




  The choices were stark and brutal in the medieval world: follow the Church all the way to heaven, or go your own way to hell. This choice had shaped the thinking of generation after generation of women and men from all classes of society and at all levels of intellect. The proposition was simple – your body might die but your mind remained alive, forever, in one of three possible places: Heaven, Hell or Purgatory. The last was the place for those who had been neither all good nor all bad; in other words, the vast majority. The prison term was flexible according to God’s assessment, but the punishments were beyond brutal. Hamlet’s father tells him all about it. The priests of the day told their congregations all about it – graphically – once a week. Fire and much more for unimaginable stretches of time. What effect must this have had on the human mind? Was it really like that? Everyone must have thought about it a lot, so to go to a theatre, a very new kind of place and very different from a church, and hear Hamlet think about life after death as an ‘undiscovered country’ must have been astonishing. The Reformation, by consigning the idea of Purgatory to the realms of superstition, was opening minds to a huge range of speculative possibilities regarding the nature of life and death. Hamlet is the child of the reformed philosophy, and in the new theatre you went to hear him thinking. A clever man’s brain is made audible to enrich our own thoughts, to take us beyond the grip of doctrinal fear.




  The fundamental truth about acting Shakespeare is that thinking and speaking are the same thing. When an actor first realises this and understands the significance, it can be transforming. The sound of a word coming alive in the air triggers other words that begin to explain the individual to themselves. This is the process of knowing yourself. Whoever the character is, cynical or innocent, ambitious or humble, angelic or brutish, they face revelations about the world with a kind of constant incredulity, and these moments of comprehension, whether in dialogue or soliloquy, force a complicit response in the listener. This was all new at the time, and it always needs re-discovery. No two soliloquies in Shakespeare work in quite the same way because no two people are quite the same. This is the creation of character in its modern sense; personal and inimitable. In rehearsing we always have to ask if such a thing as character actually exists, because the deeper we dig into our characters and ourselves, the more we realise we are all actually several people: we don’t just have one character. We try to have, but mood, circumstance, place, time and especially other people mean that we are always changing, always in a state of flux – like nature itself. Shakespeare’s examination of people and their inter-relationships, the constant triangulation of mixed desires and thwarted loves, pulses through all the plays like an iambic heartbeat. Young lovers, middle-aged lovers, husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, fathers and sons, sons and mothers, form the first detailed kaleidoscopic examination of the human mind and heart. His plays stand today as a blueprint for understanding ourselves. Heart and Brain, Body and Soul, Wit and Will, Reason and Emotion, are the raw material of conflict that makes the Shakespearean rehearsal room one of the most exciting places on earth.




  







  Texts




  If a director told me they were preparing to rehearse a new production of Hamlet, the first question I’d ask would be, ‘Which Hamlet?’ There are three distinct texts of the play and they vary substantially from each other. They are known to students and academics as Q1, Q2 and F. Q stands for Quarto and F for Folio. Quarto basically describes an Elizabethan paperback, and Folio a modern ‘coffee table book’, but without the glossy illustrations. I would hope the director answering the question ‘Which Hamlet?’ would not reply either ‘the Folio’ or ‘the Quarto’ or ‘the Arden edition’, but ‘my Hamlet’, indicating that they intended to put together a rehearsal text from all the available sources. This is a big task of preparation, but worth it because by comparing all the available texts you are taking a journey into Shakespeare’s mind and into the company of the other actors with whom he first rehearsed the play.




  The Quarto texts were mainly printed during Shakespeare’s lifetime, and some plays come down to us in different Quarto versions, which has given academics many happy hours discussing which of these are authentic renderings of the author’s intentions and which of them are in some ways bastardised or corrupt scripts. Some are claimed to be ‘memorial reconstructions’ put together by actors remembering their own lines from productions they were in and the lines of others less well – or just plain making them up. But the gold standard text of all the plays is known as the First Folio, published in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, by his friends and fellow actors John Heminges and Henry Condell. Around half of the plays in the Folio (which was reprinted several times) also have surviving Quarto versions – but half don’t, and without the First Folio we would not know that they had existed at all: they would have disappeared from history like the vast majority of plays written between 1590 and 1610, the two decades of Shakespeare’s working life. There would be no Twelfth Night, no As You Like It, no Tempest, the first play in the book. We would never have watched Measure for Measure, The Two Gentlemen of Verona or The Comedy of Errors, though we would have tantalisingly heard of them through contemporary references. We would never have to discuss whether The Taming of the Shrew is a sexist play or whether All’s Well That Ends Well is a comedy, a tragedy, a dark satire on sex or a moral muddle. No director would ever have to struggle with plays as demanding as Coriolanus, Cymbeline, Antony and Cleopatra or Timon of Athens. No one would ever ask if King John is worth doing, discuss whether to double mother and daughter with the same actor in The Winter’s Tale, or wish their theatre company had enough actors for a real crowd in Julius Caesar. There would be no Macbeth.




  The men who put together the First Folio did so because they believed all the plays their friend and colleague wrote deserved to be preserved for posterity, because they were special, and because they wanted to set them down exactly as he had written them. They were not happy with many of the versions that had appeared in Quarto publications and wanted to create a definitive record: a text as close to the author’s intentions as it was possible to be.




  Hamlet is a rather special case because a lot of academics think Heminges and Condell got it wrong and that their Folio text is actually not as close to their partner’s original thoughts as the second Quarto, though it may well represent his final thoughts. However, everyone agrees that the first Quarto is certainly not up to scratch, which is why it’s known as the ‘Bad Quarto’. One advantage it does have is that it’s considerably shorter than either of the other two. I say ‘advantage’ because I’m thinking as a practitioner, not an academic, someone who knows, through the experience of a theatre seat as opposed to a study armchair, that Hamlet uncut can easily run to the best part of five hours. Which brings us to the question of cutting Shakespeare, and its central importance to actors, directors and, at the sharp end of their decisions, audiences. With Hamlet, which has no definitive text, I would expect the director, working closely from Q1, Q2 and the Folio, to put together a rehearsal-room script that runs no more than three hours and which therefore entails a lot of cutting. As the director rolls their sleeves up and gets on with this, it is bound to occur to them while they’re at it that the word ‘fardels’ (in ‘To be or not to be…’) is a bit obscure (which is also true of literally thousands of words in Shakespeare no one uses these days), and that maybe it could be changed to a word that everyone would understand; ‘bundles’, say? ‘Who would bundles bear?’ Doesn’t sound quite right, does it? What about ‘burdens’ – ‘Who would burdens bear?’ Better than ‘bundles’, definitely. The Folio reads ‘Who would these fardels bear’. The addition of the word ‘these’ significantly changes the rhythm of the line. The notorious ‘Bad Quarto’ reads simply ‘Who would this endure?’ which implies that it isn’t just modern audiences and directors who found fault with ‘fardels’. The director has a nice little group of textual choices to chew on. These choices are of course entirely personal. My guidance would be this: change as little as possible, because once you start, you are on course to simply rewriting Shakespeare, which isn’t against the law, but nevertheless risks producing a script that the audience will hear as a modernised version of the play, therefore implicitly a criticism of Shakespeare’s text, and, by extension, a claim that the director knows better than Shakespeare. Obscure words can of course become clear through context, their meaning explaining itself within the overall meaning of the line, the perceived mood of the speaker, the broader narrative situation and the way it is said. Sometimes a line has historically seeped into the national consciousness even amongst those who neither read nor see much Shakespeare, so that changing a word that is familiar, like ‘fardels’, even if odd and not completely understood, could strike an uncomfortable note of dissonance in the listener. Let us take another line from Hamlet, one far less well known:




  

    Perhaps he loves you now,




    And now no soil nor cautel doth besmirch




    The virtue of his will…


  




  This is Laertes to his sister, warning her to stay away from Hamlet on the grounds that, being Prince of Denmark, his choice of wife is a matter of state, not of personal preference; he may love Ophelia, but wouldn’t be allowed to marry her. The word ‘cautel’ meant a trick, or what we’d call an ‘ulterior motive’, so he is for a moment giving Hamlet the benefit of the doubt concerning his sincerity. It’s an important character point: Laertes is intelligent enough to see a range of possibilities and argue around them. It’s also an important narrative point: it makes the audience wonder about the exact nature of Hamlet’s feelings and intentions. But these points are in danger of being lost because of one word. I would change it (possibly to ‘motive’) whereas I wouldn’t change ‘fardels’. I just think you have to be incredibly careful, and only change a word when you think that something about the play is at stake; a nuance of character, a twist of plot, a really good joke!




  There are no rules, you just have to develop good instincts, but there is one area of preparing a rehearsal-room text that can really put the cat among the pigeons. In Act Five of Hamlet a minor character appears to deliver a message. His name is Osric, and he has come to say that the King would like to see a fencing match between Laertes and Hamlet: ‘My lord, his majesty bade me signify to thee that he hath laid a great wager on thy head.’




  Osric speaks in an affected and stilted manner throughout the ensuing dialogue and is one of those tiny parts that Shakespeare’s genius bothers to make real and interesting rather than leave them as a one-dimensional plot server. You never know whether he is exceptionally arrogant or pathetically nervous. Depending on how he’s played, you could feel repulsed by him or truly sorry for him. But more to the point, you are unsure purely from the text whether he’s being polite or rude. The line that I just quoted above sounds Shakespearean, doesn’t it? Actually it isn’t. In both the second Quarto and the Folio it reads: ‘My lord, his majesty bade me signify to you that he has laid a great wager on your head.’




  A lot of people, asked to say something Shakespearean, would probably invent a sentence with a lot of ‘thee’s’, ‘thy’s’ and ‘thou’s’ in it; they likely wouldn’t use the word ‘you’. I’ve never sat up all night counting how many times ‘thou’ or ‘you’ are used in the entire canon, and I’m sure there’s some App that could tell me, but my rough guess would be it’s about 50/50. What dictated the choice between using ‘thou’ or ‘you’ was the context: ‘thou’ was informal, and ‘you’ was formal. So Osric is being polite; at least, superficially polite. For a mere courtier to use ‘thou’ to a royal prince would have been exceedingly rude. You would use it to someone you loved or who was an intimate in some way, or to a favourite servant, but never to someone you’d either never met or didn’t know well, and never, ever to a social superior (although the ultra-intimate is also used as an ultra-condescension). The Elizabethans cared about these things. However, if you were angry or upset with a person you would normally address as ‘thou’ you might well use ‘you’ to underline the estrangement of that moment, or even to indicate to them how you were feeling; so ‘you’ could either be respectful or cold. I know this, and now you know this – if you didn’t already – but I doubt if more than 5 per cent of any modern audience would know it unless you were playing to a house of English teachers. I have never changed ‘thou’ to ‘you’ all the way through the script in a professional production. I did do it in a drama school production of The Two Gentlemen of Verona a few years ago and, interestingly, no one noticed; or no one mentioned it, at any rate. I think it’s an important issue.




  The various shades of meaning that adhere to these two words (and other related words such as ‘thine’, ‘canst’, ‘mine’ and so on) are shades that can be discussed in the rehearsal room and understood almost as subtextual notes which actors can play, using the information in the way they inflect a line with a particular thought and interpretation. The old terms can also be seen as a kind of antique patina that hovers around the language like the darkening of an old painting that can be cleaned away to reveal vibrant colours underneath. Whether it is right to ‘clean’ Shakespeare’s texts in this way is up to every director to discuss with their cast and come to a coherent decision. There are occasional phrases where it just doesn’t sound or feel right, but I think they are in a minority. Because ‘you’ is as common as ‘thou’ there is seldom any tonal or emotional shock in hearing ‘you cannot’ instead of ‘thou canst not’ or ‘your eyes’ instead of ‘thine eyes’, and increasingly over the years I have felt it is better to make these changes than not. It may be that many directors simply don’t feel this dilemma one way or the other – that it makes little difference to the overall experience of the play, whichever choice you make, but I would always at least raise the subject in rehearsal to share the issue with the cast, and on the whole encourage the view that it is not ‘modernising’ the text if the poetic flow, the rhythm of the iambic pentameter and respect for the sound of the language as much as the sense is respected and maintained. If Gertrude says to her son, ‘How is it with you?’, in place of ‘How is’t with thee?’, it is not damaging; it’s simply more moving.




  One final thought about the putting together of a text. Shakespeare the actor learnt how to help actors make their character’s arguments potent, how to make an idea lodge in the listener’s brain. Here is an example from Hamlet of the same dramatic moment in the first Quarto (probably a cut, simplified and otherwise distorted version of the original play) and the Folio (the final and, for me, definitive text). It’s the moment where Hamlet, determined at last to kill the King, comes across him at prayer and decides that now is not the time to strike. First the Quarto:




  

    HAMLET. This physic but prolongs thy weary days!




    KING. My words fly up, my sins remain below.


    No king on earth is safe if God’s his foe.


  




  Now the Folio:




  

    HAMLET. This physic but prolongs thy sickly days.




    CLAUDIUS. My words fly up, my thoughts remain below.


    Words without thoughts never to heaven go.


  




  This adds antithesis, where contrasting ideas co-exist and balance each other within the same line, bringing added clarity to the thinking. ‘Physic’ is contrasted with ‘sickly’, and ‘words’ with ‘thoughts’. Time and time again, through every one of his plays, Shakespeare uses this simple technique as an aid to the actor who, by stressing the opposing words, helps the audience grasp meaning. By replacing ‘sins’ with ‘thoughts’, and repeating the combination of ‘words’ and ‘thoughts’ in its final line, the Folio’s definitive text throws a far sharper light on Claudius’s agonised state of mind, and the actor’s job is made easier.




  







  Time




  The concept of the ‘Unities’ of Time, Place and Action was not exactly a rule book for drama, more a set of observations about the way the playwrights of Ancient Greece actually wrote. The Unity of Time meant everything that happened in the play happened within the same amount of time it took to perform the play. A new scene would not start days or months after the scene before, let alone after a gap of sixteen years as happens between Acts Three and Four of The Winter’s Tale. The Unity of Place entailed everything in the story happening in one location (not divided between, say, Sicily and Bohemia). The Unity of Action demanded that dramatic events (deaths, riots, arson and battles for instance) were described by witnesses, not shown directly on the stage, enabling a sustained, continuous and streamlined plot. The origins of this tight dramatic structure probably lie in the centuries-old craft of the single storyteller. A narrator, surrounded by listeners sitting around an open fire at night or in a town square by day, tells a story: what happened to someone, when and where it happened. The action is moving in time and place only in the imaginations of the audience. Even when a significant change in the craft occurred and the speaker of the tale was joined by a partner – a privileged listener, a questioner, who, unlike the rest of the audience was permitted a voice – what was added was not literal movement in either place or time but simply a deepening of analysis, a curiosity about the meaning of the events being described.




  ‘This happened,’ says the storyteller. ‘Why?’ asks the listener. ‘I think it may have been because of X,’ says the teller. In that ‘Why?’ and the subsequent ‘I think’ and ‘may’, you have the beginning of character caused by the ingredient of time. The explanation of why a certain thing happened is an individual’s interpretation of past events and not merely the events themselves. Different people see things in different ways. If the listener/questioner then goes on to express doubt about the teller’s point of view, and by doing so reveals themselves to be a different sort of person with a different way of seeing the world, then you have conflict: you have drama.




  In the town squares and first theatres of the ancient world it was enough that action was described and meaning debated through the conflict of characters, but it wasn’t enough for Shakespeare’s audience. In the Globe, dramatic time expanded and created a form of drama that put the whole world on the stage as best it could. The audience watching The Winter’s Tale even saw Time itself on stage as a character, and they wouldn’t have been content with one person telling another about Gloucester having his eyes put out, they wanted to see it; and they did. Theatre in Ancient Greece and Rome was about a desire to get to grips with a world that lay under the control of the gods. Shakespeare’s world was hungry to see and understand the consequences of human actions; actions so bewildering sometimes that Viola addresses Time itself: ‘thou must untangle this, not I. / It is too hard a knot for me t’untie.’




  Eventually Time does just that, but the way he does it can lead to quite an entanglement of thinking in the rehearsal room. In some of Shakespeare’s plays, actors and directors are confronted by something called a ‘double time scheme’, where close study of the text reveals that time is moving at two different speeds simultaneously. The overwhelming sense of time in Twelfth Night is that of events moving very fast, sweeping bewildered characters along with it. Right up to the denouement only a few days seem to have passed, yet both Antonio and Orsino clearly state that it has been three months. In Othello, when the action moves from Venice to Cyprus, between Cassio, Iago, Desdemona and Othello arriving on the island and the tragic conclusion, a close reading reveals the events as happening in a mere thirty-six hours. This allows no possible time for the alleged adultery to have happened. How do actors and directors aiming for realism and the invention of credible backstories get their heads round this? Iago’s invocation of a sexual relationship between Desdemona and Cassio would have to have occurred in Venice before Othello married her, which, although an unpleasant thought, lacks the impact of a post-marital liaison. Is this a problem? Does it matter? In directing both plays I’ve never really been able to find a way of worrying about it. Nor have any of the actors. More importantly, I’ve never spoken to a member of the audience that has even noticed the anomaly. As the old saying goes, if there’s no solution, then it’s not a problem. Shakespeare is playing a trick with time that always seems to work. Sebastian in Twelfth Night exists for the duration of the play in a different time frame from his twin sister to make the plot effective. Short time keeps the story moving, and long time provides a background haze of realism that lends credibility to Viola’s drawn-out suffering with a love she can’t express to a man who may be shocked at her deceit. It makes sense on an emotional level if not on a temporal one. The audience watching Othello and being made very aware of the tightness of the passing of the thirty-six hours know that Desdemona cannot have been unfaithful to her husband, so the agonising pressure of Iago’s deceit is amplified. And again, to have his cake and eat it, Shakespeare refers to Cassio as having been on the island for at least a week!




  So in rehearsals you just have to put it out of your mind and get on with it. Anyway, actors can’t act concepts, only actions. Time is too abstract to be played, but what does become a valid and much debated reality – and that most certainly can be played – is Time’s humble cousin: Pace.




  







  
Comedy and Tragedy


  (Clowns and Fools)




  Think of the two famous masks with their semi-circular mouths: the comic turns upwards like a cross-section of a coracle; the tragic down, a grumpy igloo. A smile for laughter, a grimace for despair. These masks represent the ancient categories of drama, but they do not represent Shakespeare. To say that the comic and tragic are mixed together in his work is a massive understatement verging on cliché. They are inextricably entwined. One of a director’s principal goals is to find the tragedy in Twelfth Night and the comedy in Hamlet, often within the same sentence. It’s like our lives, ‘a mingled yarn, good and ill together’ (as a character in All’s Well That Ends Well puts it). Without the humour, Hamlet’s sad and bitter story can become mere bathos, and if you leave the melancholic undertow out of Twelfth Night, all that remains is whimsy and superficial laughter reducing the humanity of the characters’ inner struggles. The masks of Comedy and Tragedy come from that other black-and-white world that produced the original theatre of Classical Athens. Inheriting this primitive (and powerful) duality, Shakespeare invented the dramatic language of human complexity, which is why we feel so close to him today in our own world of muddy, muddled reality. He replaced the smile and the scowl with the wry grin, the bitter laugh, the ridiculous yet understandable yearnings of the steward Malvolio, and the questioning, phlegmatic attitude of the confused avenger-prince Hamlet. These are people responsible for what happens to them, trying their hardest, trying to understand themselves and their situations. They are not the pawns of the gods or the victims of heavenly astrology:




  

    The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars




    But in ourselves, that we are underlings.


  




  Cassius – in Julius Caesar – here speaks with the voice of Renaissance humanism, thinking, acting, failing but always puzzling out a path through life that has nothing to do with Fate or the gods, but everything to do with the choices open for men and women to make at every moment; it is the beginning of our world, the ‘invention of the human’ (as the title of Harold Bloom’s book about Shakespeare describes it). In the rehearsal room an actor should never try to be funny, any more than they should try to be tragic; their contract with their director is simply to find the way to be human.




  Trying not to try to be funny is, of course, easier said than done, especially if playing one of Shakespeare’s ‘comic’ characters. It’s just a question of remembering that any of us can at times access a sense of humour in ourselves in the right circumstances and any of us can inadvertently deserve to be laughed at, whether through incompetence, pride, pretentiousness or a lack of self-awareness in a particular situation.




  The distinction between a Fool and a clown is simple. A Fool was paid (the capital letter is important) because it was his job to make people laugh. A clown in the plays is someone who tends to make a fool of themselves, either through ignorance or unsophisticated simplicity, or in striving to be funny in an amateur kind of way because that’s their nature, an aspect of their personality, like Launcelot Gobbo in The Merchant of Venice; no money need change hands. There should be no confusion with today’s Clown (in a circus or at a children’s party), who is a paid professional entertainer and the nearest thing we have to an Elizabethan Fool. The word can admittedly be used to describe some politicians, but, generally speaking, who is a fool today and who isn’t is a matter of opinion, a subjective assessment we make about someone whose behaviour seems foolish to us; we are all fools to someone. In Twelfth Night Feste asks Toby and Andrew, ‘Did you never see the picture of “we three”?’ This refers to a well-known image of two Fools wearing the cap and bells who are staring out from the picture directly at the viewer with mad grins on their faces. The joke is that the viewer is the third fool.




  The job of Fool (or Jester) was a career inherited by the Elizabethan world from the courts of the Middle Ages. Feste, Touchstone and the Fool in King Lear are all examples, individuals paid to hang around house, court or palace and amuse people on demand – imagine Eddie Izzard being paid to live in Buckingham Palace. It must have been a strange life, as the expectation of the employer was that their personal Fool should occasionally be wise as well as witty, speaking truth to power, but only if power was in the mood to receive it. Both Lear’s Fool and Feste are threatened with whipping and hanging, either for not being on call when they should have been or for coming out with views not acceptable to the sensibility of their paymasters. Eddie would be unlikely to stick around under those conditions, and therein lies the problem with the role of Fool in modern-dress productions.




  There was also a less elevated (and less risky) way of earning money by making people laugh: you could be a Tavern Fool, the equivalent of a pub or club comedian today, paid by the owner to entertain the customers while they ate and drank. But there are none of these in Shakespeare. It’s incredibly hard to think of ways of making sense of the character of the Fool if the actors on stage are wearing contemporary clothes: no grand houses these days have professional comedians on their staff, whereas in King Lear, Twelfth Night and As You Like It the characters are attached to the residences of a King, a Countess and a Duke. Our current monarch doesn’t have a Fool, nor has any British king, queen, duke, earl, count or lord for a very long time, and the more modern the production’s historical setting, the greater the strain in making the character fit in. So rationalising exactly why that person is there has to be the starting point for an actor playing a Fool. Establishing a personality beyond the function is central – what is it about them that makes them want to stay in this peculiar servant–master/mistress relationship? Any hints in the text that help establish a psychologically coherent backstory are precious. In an early scene of Twelfth Night Malvolio has this speech to Olivia about Feste, whom he clearly detests:




  

    I marvel your ladyship takes delight in such a barren rascal. I saw him put down the other day with an ordinary fool that has no more brain than a stone. Look you now, he’s out of his guard already. Unless you laugh and minister occasion to him, he is gagged.


  




  (An ‘ordinary’ was another name for a tavern, and John Stone was a well-known Elizabethan tavern Fool.) Feste has no verbal response to this; he is indeed ‘gagged’ and, according to Malvolio, ‘out of his guard’. It’s an insult, and a comment on his character that clearly stings because he carries the memory of it through the whole play. In the last scene, commenting on Malvolio’s humiliation he says to him:




  

    But do you remember, ‘Madam, why laugh you at such a barren rascal, an you smile not, he’s gagged’? And thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges.


  




  The Fool, who is supposed to be witty and wise, philosophical, clear-sighted and above the fray of human vanity, has been deeply hurt and has waited for his revenge. A professional comedian’s worst fear is to be laughed at. So there is vulnerability, neediness, the desire to be defined through the laughter and love of the audience. Here is the basis for building a character in whatever period the play is set, and also for avoiding caricature.




  The Fools in King Lear and Twelfth Night can seem like sad, even tragic figures, living permanently under the threat of physical punishment if they transgress. Clowns, on the other hand, rarely come to any harm. Whereas it is incredibly difficult for us now to find the Fools in any way funny (partly because their language is often so obscure), the clowns are basically characters whose peculiarities, obsessions, lack of self-awareness or pure mischievousness were all created by Shakespeare with the express purpose of getting laughs. There is Launcelot Gobbo for his cockiness and opportunism, Dogberry for his pompous self-importance and misconstructions of language, Costard for his pure cheek, Parolles for his boastfulness, Thersites for his bitter, black, caustic cynicism, and Bottom the weaver for his epically misplaced belief in his acting ability. With all these characters (and many more) the director has to free the actor from the pressure to be funny: they all fit seamlessly into the narratives they are part of; they all have a role in the scheme of the play, as well as a personality. Their place in the text guarantees that if the actor plays their situation honestly, and allows the script to reveal who they are, and has imagined a credible, useful and unobtrusive backstory, then the laughs will come without funny voices, funny walks or ‘comic business’ unconnected to the words.




  While I think all this is true, I need to pull back a bit lest I begin to sound like Malvolio: dour and puritanical. Of course, there are brilliant comic actors who would find these thoughts, if not ridiculous, then at least repressive to the spirit of comic invention. It may just be that as a director I’ve never been any good at physical comedy and so have built an approach based on an over-reverential deference to the text as the only source of viable comedy. If the audience are splitting their sides with laughter, what does it matter whether it’s because of what the actor is saying or because of what they are doing? I once worked with an actor who (unaided by me) created such hysterically funny comic business for the ‘yellow stockings scene’ in Twelfth Night that, from the moment of his entrance to the moment of Olivia fleeing the room, the audience were laughing so much and so loudly that it was literally impossible to hear a word he, or the other two actors on stage, said. It was an exhibition of pure comic genius that made Shakespeare’s words redundant. No matter how long the actors paused to give the laughter time to die, eventually they had no choice but to speak and their voices became a kind of blurred accompaniment to a ballet of delirious movement. I can’t draw any moral from this, and don’t know what kind of intervention I could or should have made as the director. But the text is very funny – read it!




  If you think of the high tragic moments in Shakespeare, most of them involve death. The orchestrating of stage deaths is a directorial skill that is one of the hardest to master. A good actor can fool an audience about most things – being in love, being afraid, being sad, being angry – but not being dead. Suspension of disbelief is the gods’ gift to theatre: without it, theatre wouldn’t exist – there would be no point to it. But no adult audience member in any theatre at any time in any place has ever believed that the actor playing Hamlet is really dead after he has said, ‘The rest is silence.’ It’s an artistic precipice on which the skills of actors and directors are tested to the limit. Just as every comic fears being laughed at, every actor fears the moment of the ‘bad laugh’, the laugh you didn’t intend when you strive for a tragic effect, or the ripple of laughter that says clearly ‘We don’t believe you’. These are the moments when the contract between actor and audience dissolves, and the storyteller and the listener part company. There are no worse moments in theatre than these. The key to avoiding them lies in the blending of comedy and tragedy that I described earlier: the establishing of a key signature that reflects back to the audience the reality of life’s precarious uncertainty from the moment the auditorium darkens and the light hits the stage. It demands consistency in the control of mood, and the shifting patterns of emotion, right up to and beyond the tragic climax where that control is most tested. It’s a hard thing to write about because the processes of the rehearsal room are often non-verbal, and totally dependent on the trust and working atmosphere that have been created between the practitioners face to face. But let’s have a quick look at the endings of the four great tragedies: Hamlet, Othello, King Lear and Macbeth.




  Hamlet has posed as mad for most of the play, and the Elizabethans saw the mad as Nature’s clowns and fools. There is a genuine Fool in Hamlet, but he is already dead by the time the play begins. He is the old King Hamlet’s court Fool, Yorick, who appears only as a skull, tossed up by a jesting gravedigger (specifically called ‘a clown’ in Q2) onto the muddy earth of Elsinore’s burial ground. Young Hamlet has been both clown and Fool during the action. The tragic conclusion of that action lies in the fact that his haphazard pursuit of revenge has inadvertently brought about his own death. This outcome has an essence of black comedy, as if the iconic masks have blended themselves into a sarcastic grimace. For all Horatio’s attempts to eulogise and ennoble the death of his friend, even to mythologise it, the ending of the story tastes more of irony than pure tragedy, and this is a difficult tone to catch in performance. Generally, the climax of a ‘tragedy’ is harder to make work than the finale of a ‘comedy’, not only in getting the staging and mood right, but also because you are encountering the human tendency in the audience to prefer happiness to sadness, to want to feel merry rather than glum. Actually, comedy may be a little easier, but essentially the problem is the same: there is absolutely nothing an audience hates more than sensing it is being manipulated into feeling sad or happy. And they are right. The answer isn’t to manipulate them without them realising, but simply to find the way to create the spirit of sad happiness at the end of tragedy, and happy sadness at the end of comedy. Denmark has been restored to sanity after the chaotic reign of a usurper, and Illyria contains broken and lonely souls – focus on Fortinbras (not Hamlet) in the final beat; on Antonio (not Viola).




  The accumulation of bodies littering the stage at the end of a tragedy can easily seem ridiculous rather than moving, but that’s only the director’s most obvious problem. How does Othello manage to kill himself when he has already been disarmed? What exactly does Lear die of? (Old age? Grief? Exhaustion?) And why, after all his murderous acts, should we feel any pity for Macbeth as his decapitated head is brandished by Macduff? And if we don’t, how can we call his death tragic? Why is the play even called a tragedy? The classic definition states that a tragic hero is a potentially great man who falls because of a fatal flaw in his nature. I don’t buy that. These four men have a multitude of flaws, and if you pick on one – indecisiveness, jealousy, senility, ambition – you will have squeezed the scope of the central character to the point where a mixed response of conflicting feelings becomes impossible for an audience. Final stage moments are perilous emotional balancing acts for director and actor, and the path towards them must be meticulously detailed in rehearsal. Perhaps it’s better to forget the terms Comedy and Tragedy; I don’t think Shakespeare really thought in those terms anyway. In the collected volume of his plays in 1623 it was the editors who listed them by category (along with Histories), not the writer. They are restrictive labels that can only get in the way of exploring Shakespeare’s complexity, labels that he was prepared to ridicule in Polonius’s announcement of the arrival of the players:




  

    The best actors in the world, either for tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-comical-historical-pastoral, scene individable, or poem unlimited.


  




  







  Elizabethans




  They were like us. They were not remotely like us. They loved and hated and feared, laughed and died like us, but they also believed profoundly different things about the nature of human existence. They were confused too, like us: their most fundamental beliefs were being challenged, they feared chaos both in the social and cosmic realms, and this fearful uncertainty is a drumbeat through Shakespeare’s plays. Tapping into it is the heartbeat of the life of rehearsal.




  The other day I heard an astronomer say that science can only tell us what 10 per cent of the universe is made of – stars and planets and other material left over from the Big Bang – but the other 90 per cent is a mystery: they call it ‘dark matter’ and know nothing about it at all. Well, the Elizabethans who either read or heard about the astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus were being told something far more mind-blowing than that. He was suggesting that they should discount the evidence of their own eyes and the centuries-old teaching of their Church. They were invited to forsake the idea that the earth was the still and constant centre of the universe, that the sun, moon and planets circled around us, that the stars were fixed points of light embedded in a revolving transparent sphere on the other side of which was Heaven, the realm of God and his angels. Copernicus said this was not the case after all: rather, the sun was the motionless object around which we revolved along with the planets and the moon and, yes, that meant we were moving, the earth was moving under our feet travelling in a vast circle through the sky and spinning too, like a child’s top, even though we couldn’t feel it. The huge majority of Elizabethans refused to believe this of course, despite Galileo and his telescope. Instead they continued to believe what generations before them had believed and what the Church, whether Protestant or Catholic, taught: that the earth was the centre of God’s creation, with Hell deep within and Heaven beyond the stars. The challenges posed by Galileo and Copernicus caused a mental crisis in the Elizabethan world which is perfectly expressed in a poem by John Donne, Shakespeare’s contemporary. Here are lines from ‘The First Anniversary’:
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