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Duke Orsino’s appetites are all taken up by Countess Olivia, to whom he seems barely to have spoken. He used to be a powerful and aggressive prince, knocking pirates about on the high seas; now he listens to the same few bars of music all night and uses the channels of government for sending love-letters. His misappropriation of bureaucracy is a running joke: in this story, noble characters will make proud speeches to each other as if discussing the partition of kingdoms, but in fact they are debating erotic fancy.


Orsino is so deafened by his own obsessive verbalisations that he overlooks everything that is really happening to him. He thinks he loves Olivia and must have her, but his real need is for friendship, which he finds in the unexpected form of a woman dressed as a pageboy. He doesn’t exactly desire the pageboy, but what he feels for him turns out to be the basis for marriage. It is in fact Viola, an aristocrat from another country: under the aphrodisiac influence of grief, she has fallen for Orsino and is prepared to wait an eternity for him. Meanwhile she models herself on her lost twin brother Sebastian, who is ‘yet living in my glass’: she imitates his ‘fashion, colour, ornament’. So her male costume is not a joke, but shows her need both to feel like her brother and to fool Orsino’s establishment, who would not take her seriously otherwise. She succeeds in this until she has to duel with a foolish and intemperate wooer of Olivia, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, at which point her manliness deserts her; nothing comes of it, but Andrew is punished for his challenge later when he mistakes Sebastian for her, and is thoroughly beaten.


The duel has been set up by Sir Toby Belch, Olivia’s uncle, who is witty and unkind. Since accidents can happen, to make two incompetent fighters face each other in this way is a very dangerous thing to do. But Toby’s continuous drinking has sharpened his instinct for meaningless revenge – even on Andrew, who has more money than sense and believes anything he is told. The sour military joke might have gone badly wrong had not a friend of Sebastian’s, the brave Antonio, turned up to interrupt it. Antonio eventually realises he has made the opposite mistake to Andrew’s and taken Viola for Sebastian. He is reunited with his friend, who marries Olivia, who has previously fallen for Viola in disguise; Orsino discovers who his pageboy has been and marries her; and Andrew, left out of the generally happy ending, must return home with a sore head in more ways than one.


Andrew says that he has been adored by someone in the past: but it is a long time ago and no use to him now. His life is cold and unloved, and he has developed a dangerous fantasy about Olivia. So of course has Orsino, whose problem, Viola sees, is that he lacks the stability of real affection, even though he is the Duke. She offers him this quieter devotion, but it takes him a long time to recognise it. Throughout, emotional security is most unfairly distributed – Toby Belch, who seems completely selfish, has inspired the devotion of Maria. All the unloved people yearn for someone, as do those who have lost part of their families; even Olivia’s Fool Feste, a great loner, cares for something, though it may only be his dog.


Olivia is proud, vulnerable and perhaps rather spoilt. Too much has descended on her too suddenly: her father and brother have recently died, and an ambitious steward, Malvolio, is hastening to fill the power vacuum in her household. Like Orsino and Andrew, he dreams of Olivia’s favour. He stands, apparently protectively, between her and the people who need to get in touch with her: Feste, with whom she has a confused relationship based on childhood affection; her lady’s maid Maria and her Gentlewoman; and Fabian, another member of her staff, who perhaps works in the stables, fuming at Malvolio and in awe of Toby. Fabian is easy to bring into a plot to humiliate Malvolio by exploiting his secret desire for Olivia.


The Elizabethans would have understood that, for many of these people, the alternative to service was blank destitution – and perhaps we new Elizabethans have an inkling of it too. The difficulty is not confined to working people: Toby, who must have drunk away several pensions, is hanging on by his fingertips to his niece’s protection and, currently, to Sir Andrew’s profligate purse. He risks the former and brings Olivia’s wrath down on himself, but then somehow survives by marrying Maria. She has been throughout in the most delicate position, but Fabian saves her from disgrace by pretending that the joke against Malvolio was his and Toby’s idea, not hers.


The other thing the rulers do instead of ruling is to listen to jesters. Feste survives through expert effrontery, as entertainers will, remarking to Olivia that her beloved brother is probably in hell and telling Orsino he is unstable. He may have some of the performer’s hollowness, but his singing in particular goes to the heart of things. Everyone understands his yearning, fatalistic songs, and Orsino, who loves broken-hearted stories, specially likes them. We learn very little about Feste, except that he never forgets a grudge and sees through everybody: when Andrew brings up the subject of Feste’s sweetheart, he replies with dazzling incomprehensibility. Wherever he is, he knows exactly how long the odds are, and he specially sees the danger of Malvolio.


Malvolio is still very much around, stopping the fun. As a character in the play, he has a right to his dreams of Olivia, tawdry as they may seem, and the rhapsody that enters him when he believes she loves him is as beautiful as Orsino’s, certainly. Unfortunately it turns him into a blundering giant in ridiculous clothes, so blind to her reality that he might rape her and imagine it love. The revenge taken on him is extreme because what he stands for is so dangerous, starting as it does with his denial of all tolerance and humour. Malvolio kills the good feeling that leads to art, not because he altogether condemns it, but because he patronises it with shallow judgments, listening to Feste and an ‘ordinary fool’ before deciding that the ordinary fool is better. Feste never forgets this bad review and, on behalf of all dismissed entertainers, torments Malvolio in prison in the form of a vengeful cleric. When Malvolio leaves the play vowing revenge on the company, they know he will be back in a moment, the original audience knew it and so should we. Malvolio is the one who cuts the grant, tears up the agreement, won’t lift the tax. He is for Section 28 and against a national lottery. He certainly doesn’t want you to sit in a theatre.


*


To begin at the beginning. As you can read in any self-respecting introduction to Twelfth Night, or What You Will, its first recorded performance (not necessarily its actual first) was on the Feast of Candlemas, February 2nd, 1602, in the Middle Temple Hall of the Inns of Court, off London’s Fleet Street: for this intelligence we have the casual diary entry of a young barrister called John Manningham, who attended it. He thought the play rather resembled Shakespeare’s earlier Comedy of Errors and the Menaechmi of Plautus, which also feature identical twins, and he specially liked the trick whereby Malvolio is led to believe that Olivia is in love with him by a letter ‘prescribing his gesture in smiling his apparraile &c’. The thought of this wintry candle-lit premiere is enticing, partly because the beautiful Middle Temple Hall is largely unchanged today – the portraits of Charles I (by Van Dyck), Charles II and James II obviously came later, but the double hammer beam roof was carved from the oaks of Windsor Forest by Elizabeth I’s carpenters; from its huge Bench table she welcomed Francis Drake on his return from circling the world, and the cup-board nearby was made from the wood of his ship, the Golden Hind. There is an attractive series of drawings by C. Walter Hodges imaginatively reconstructing the performance – close your eyes and you’re halfway there, amidst the happy laughter of the young barristers and the echoing voices of Shakespeare’s colleagues, he himself perhaps playing the passionately loyal Antonio. The company had a new clown, Robert Armin, apter at impersonations and more musical than his predecessor Will Kempe: Feste, who sustains an assumed role as Sir Topas, is the first of a new sequence of Shakespearian fools who sing (King Lear). The play seems to have gone down well with its rather specialised audience; we are short of accounts of other performances in Shakespeare’s lifetime with which to compare it, and are left with the lineaments of the published play, in the First Folio of 1623.


Twelfth Night’s title, with its odd alternative (a unique ploy in Shakespeare), is forever vexatious. What is the reader supposed to think? Conventionally, a play might be named after its hero (Macbeth, Hedda Gabler, The Misanthrope), describe its main action (The Taming of the Shrew, Death of a Salesman, Six Characters In Search of an Author), or make some suggestive comment on its theme (Life’s A Dream, The Way of the World, Closer). But Twelfth Night? Perhaps the story is to take place on, or have something to do with, January 6th, the Feast of the Epiphany, when Christ was baptised and when nowadays Christmas is over and the cards come down. But there is no reference to this feastday within the play, nor in fact any religious matter at all apart from Feste’s clerical satire, and few other works in the canon exude such a strong sense of the summer – half of the action (its ‘midsummer madness’) is played out in a garden, with a tree sufficiently in leaf for three people to hide behind.


Perhaps then the title is circumstantial. There is a view, hotly propounded by the detective-scholar Leslie Hotson in his First Night of Twelfth Night (1954), that the play was written as a celebration of the visit of one Don Virginio Orsino, Duke of Bracciano, to Queen Elizabeth around Twelfth Night in 1601 (a year before its Middle Temple appearance). The theory has fallen out of favour, with good reason: for one thing, though Bracciano’s visit is well documented, there is no extant record of such an important performance.1 It would in any case be an odd proceeding to name a work not after its own business but the date of its first night. Then, even if Shakespeare and his company could have written and got the play up between Boxing Day 1600 (when the Duke’s visit was in fact announced) and January 6th 1601 (Shakespeare’s lifetime average being two plays a year, not one a fortnight), to present the royal visitor as anything like the erratic Duke Orsino of the play – let alone the Queen as the self-indulgent Olivia and the Comptroller of the Royal Household as the pompous Malvolio, as Hotson also argues – sounds like the perfectest way to land them in jail. Elizabeth I’s volatile reign hardly marked a high-day for free speech or political satire, and actors lived on a narrow ledge between patronage and disgrace: a few weeks later, in February 1601, a revival of Richard II, a play questioning the divine right of kings and so always a risk, was suspected of being an incitement to the Earl of Essex’s rebellion, nearly landing its leading actor, Augustine Phillips (though not its distinguished author) in very hot water indeed.


The possibility that the title is a thematic hint is more fruitful. The Feast of Epiphany has been a curiously adaptable occasion, trading elements of paganism and Christianity: intended to celebrate the coming of the Magi to Christ, it had by the middle ages assumed enough aspects of the ancient Roman Saturnalia to occasion an annual Feast of Fools. In English villages, a Lord of Misrule (elected by drawing whichever portion of the Twelfth Night Cake had a bean in it) presided over a single day of lawless opportunism: in one Lincolnshire town, the peasants would fight to capture the land lord’s leather cap, and the winner was awarded land.2 These rural holidays had their equivalent at every level of society: John Stow, in his account of pre-Elizabethan life, The Survey of London, confirms that at this season


there was in the king’s house, wheresoever he was lodged, a lord of misrule, or master of merry disports; and the like had ye in the house of every noble man of honour.


For one day, the masters allowed themselves to be bettered, just as officers in our armed forces traditionally serve Christmas dinner to the privates.3 At the Inns of Court there was in any case a lively tradition of Revels: later on in the seventeenth century it became necessary to build the double-leaved doors into Middle Temple Hall to keep boisterous young lawyers from occupying it and ‘keeping Christmas’ well into January.


At first sight there seems to be strong support for this explanation in the play’s action, especially in the humiliation of the pompously self-admiring Malvolio by a group that includes his subordinates Fabian and Maria: the play’s status quo is nudged by this, and then more or less restored as the rulers consolidate their power by marriage. However, Malvolio is not a master undone by his staff, but a parvenu forced in the end to appreciate his proper place as a servant; and the conspiracy is driven by Sir Toby Belch, who is a knight related to Olivia, assisted by Maria, a trusted maidservant, and by Sir Andrew Aguecheek, who is from out of town and nothing to do with the household. Meanwhile the Fool Feste, a candidate if ever there was one to be Stow’s ‘master of merry disports’, is generally an absentee, weaving adroitly through the play and avoiding its main developments. And whereas the events of a traditional day of tolerance would be forgiven and forgotten with the morning light, the people of Twelfth Night have to survive the consequences of what they do: at the end Fabian restores the conspirators – just about – to the Countess Olivia’s favour, but you should feel that his job is at stake, and in fact she leaves the question of forgiveness open. Certainly, if the steward does get reinstated, life will be forever tougher for Fabian and the rest. In other words, the beneath-stairs rebellion in Twelfth Night is heavy with danger – and little sense of festivity infects the lives of Orsino, Olivia or Viola, Sebastian or Antonio. All in all, the vapours of this play are too unsettling to be slept off overnight.


At a certain point scholarly speculation should be left to chase its creditable tail. Icons as they have become, it does seem that, in the years around Twelfth Night, Shakespeare couldn’t be much troubled with his comedy titles, preferring a kind of disingenuous deprecation: in contrast to the earlier Comedy of Errors, Two Gentlemen of Verona and Midsummer Night’s Dream (and the later All’s Well That Ends Well), Much Ado About Nothing (1598) and As You Like It (1599) seem to brush aside any idea of celebration or summary. The very existence of a subtitle (and oddly enough a plagiarism – another What You Will, by John Marston, was probably written about this time), seems especially like an authorial shrug of the shoulders.4 Perhaps we should allow ourselves the same.


However, another contemporary title was Hamlet, either on its way or, very probably, just written – and in the foothills around this peak there is a decided change of scenery. By the turn of the century, Shakespeare’s comic writing had become bold enough to cast long, strong shadows. Malvolio threatens to return for revenge and you believe it as you don’t of Shylock; Feste’s enigmatic imprint is not only on the action of Twelfth Night but, unnervingly, on the very nature of language and theatregoing. And within the general gaiety the play’s characterisations are surprisingly bleak – harsh pride in Olivia, cruelty and exploitation in Toby Belch, misogyny disguised as romanticism in Orsino, amoral malice in Feste, meanness of spirit in Malvolio but an even greater meanness in those who hound him almost to madness. At the same time, some of the play’s preoccupations anticipate the next stage of Shakespeare’s career: the miracle of reconciliation after mistakes and sufferings, of impossible second chances and redeeming accident, will soon animate Cymbeline, Pericles and The Winter’s Tale.


The fact is that Shakespeare was not an author who would surprise his audience with an uproarious farce after a major tragedy and vice versa. The Romantic concept of autobiographical literature lay well ahead, but it is quite reasonable to trace a cautious line through his life: his prodigious imagination and ability to respond to market demand don’t contradict the fact that he wrote from the heart, and some of its movements are traceable. In the five years before Twelfth Night, he had lost, as well as his uncle Henry Shakespeare and his father John, his eleven-year-old son Hamnet (the twin of his daughter Judith, who by the way lived to seventy-seven); and though one of the conventional sources of Twelfth Night does propose identical twins for farcical purposes, it does not insist on their mortal separation. Even if such detective efforts feel uneasy, there is an obvious deepening of Shakespeare’s tone on the way to the great tragedies, which themselves modulate into the late ‘romances’ – even if the brilliant unclassifiables (Troilus, All’s Well, Measure for Measure) tend to muddle the neat equation. Twelfth Night sits on a bend in the road: near enough ten years’ playwriting done, with ten to go (though production is to slow up a bit from now on), it touches on both past and future. The conventions of mistaken identity and sexual ambiguity (The Comedy of Errors, Two Gentlemen of Verona) are still a comic lingua franca with the audience: but now they are also an alibi for mortal thoughts. Arguably, this play marks the last time Shakespeare was to give his spectators anything like what they wanted: now, their smiles faltering, he leads them into the compass less dark.


This development is also reflected in the way he handled his sources – in the deviations more than the debts. Shakespeare was both a trawler of literary precedents and a re-cycler of his own best ideas,5 which he would transform according to fashion and his temper. A number of sixteenth-century Italian light comedies feature the joke of a woman disguised as a man who woos on behalf of someone she herself is in love with – in one such, indeed, she is called Cesare, and in another Fabio. A sort of novella called Apolonius and Silla, first published in 1581 as part of Barnaby Riche’s anthology A Farewell to Military Profession – and popular enough to be reprinted twice – tells the story of a wealthy widow wooed by a lord, of a storm at sea and a sea captain who tries to rape the heroine during it; the heroine then enters the service of the lord, whom she has always loved, and finds herself wooing the widow for him, only to be fallen in love with by her. Her twin brother then arrives and is immediately taken to bed by the shortsighted widow: the result is a pregnancy, which the lord suspects to be the work of the disguised heroine.


Quite obviously, Shakespeare cleaned up this racy tale: there is none of the lyricism of Twelfth Night in Barnaby Riche, and none of the emotional undertow. Also, the Toby–Maria–Malvolio–Aguecheek– Feste plot is completely original to Shakespeare – proof, if proof were needed, of his subtle instinct for making one story work against another. Much of the comic suspense of Twelfth Night depends on the potential impact of one world on its opposite. So does its music, since the counterpoint between the comics’ easy, flexible prose and the aristocrats’ self-conscious verse is of a wit and subtlety that no writer before Shakespeare, and perhaps none after, has mastered. When Malvolio’s planet collides for a moment with Toby’s in the scullery, when the Countess Olivia is subjected to the whiff of pickled herrings, when Orsino is forced to witness the foolish Ague cheek with his broken coxcomb, you hear magnificent harmonies.


In practice, the innovations win out, by miles; and, rather than any romantic conventions, it is the single figure of Malvolio, the pitifully officious steward battling against the devils of disorder while nourishing a rich fantasy life of his own, that has kept the play theatrically afloat. Even Toby, Andrew, Maria and Feste owe much of their vitality to their relationship with him. In 1623 the play was presented by what had been Shakespeare’s own company under the title Malvolio; and Charles I wrote this name as an aide-memoire in the margin of his copy of the 1632 Folio edition.6 And like many Shakespeares, Twelfth Night only survived the next three hundred years in any recognisable form because of the egos of actor-managers attracted by a fine part. There were many worse fates dogging it, such as piecemeal theft of the plot (by Wycherley among others, for his savage Plain Dealer) and various ‘improved’ versions, presumably pleasing to the public but scorned by the good writers of the day – Samuel Pepys, seeing one such, thought this a ‘silly play’. In 1771 Olivia sang a song, and in 1818 Sebastian did as well; 1820 saw a fullblown operatic version, with numbers such as ‘Cesario, By the Roses of the Spring’, as well as inclusions from other plays and the Sonnets – ‘Who is Silvia?’ and ‘Full Many a Glorious Morning Have I Seen’. In 1894 there were not one but two shipwreck scenes, preceded by a song, ‘Come Unto These Yellow Sands’ (brought in from The Tempest), as fishermen and peasants strolled along the shore; ‘Who is Silvia’ became ‘Who is Olivia’ in a setting by Schubert, and in 1901 Orsino and Viola were married in Illyria Cathedral.


More loyally, Charles Macklin brought the original play back into the London repertoire in the mid-1740s after an absence of thirty years, and in the nineteenth century both Samuel Phelps (a great Shakespearian who gave a wary public thirty of the plays) and Henry Irving sustained it by applying their gifts to Malvolio. At that century’s end, Herbert Beerbohm Tree, who combined a crass over-pictorialism in his productions with genuine innovation in his own performances, played the part against a gigantic garden set (copied by his designer from an illustration in Country Life), complete with staircase, which he duly fell down; he was followed around throughout by four identical miniature Malvolii. I’d like to have seen all these performances, but thank the Lord for the arrival in the early years of the twentieth century of the great Harley Granville Barker to establish the pre-eminent roles of director and ensemble which we now take more or less for granted. His version (1912, Savoy Theatre, London) cast Henry Ainley strictly as a Puritan Malvolio, quietly spoken and discreet, dour and somehow even modest.7 That might not have given rise to much fun, but it brings us closer to the authentic colouring of the man: and making Malvolio an equal part in a team obviously gives the audience a chance to look at the play as an organism, not just as a star’s ticket to ride.


Doing so, we can see that Shakespeare has pulled off a remarkable thing, against the most ticklish of self-imposed odds: nowadays we might call it magic realism. On the one hand, Olivia’s household is detailed only a degree less explicitly than it might be in a Chekhov: its hierarchical domestic politics give the play its anchorage. On the other, a magic world is delivered in which lost twins can come out of the sea and meet again. Binding these two extremes together – and entangling various satellite worlds between them – is a cat’s cradle of sexual desire, its filaments criss-crossing class and gender. Such a net of misplaced hopes could become as ominous as that of Phèdre; but here, as the actors play their dilemmas with all the intentness of tragedy, the audience often picks up a telltale whiff of symmetry and experiences their tensions as funny.


Deeply funny, that is. Many Twelfth Nights have relied on a certain dire cheerfulness, the play’s corners uncritically softened: not so long ago a critic described Illyria as ‘the land of total bosh’ in which Olivia ‘carries inanity to the extreme’. There is a sense in which this is true, since theatre, suspending the normal rules of life, can open the door to dreams: certainly, through the barely controlled vertigo of Twelfth Night, you glimpse an alternative, unreferenced world. But on the whole its madness is tethered to the everyday. Though the name Illyria reminds us of delirium or illusion, it was in fact part of the old Yugoslavia, and a ship from Messaline (Marseille) could quite logically be wrecked there; while the play’s wildest fancies celebrate familiar truths, such as our tendency to be as blind as bats in love – and to nourish to fantastic lengths a belief that something lost might be restored. Without these touch stones, the audience wouldn’t stay; and Shakespeare’s comic practice, which anatomises human behaviour under fantastic exemplary circumstances,8 is always moderated by morality, danger and social conditions.


With the same creative self-consciousness, Shakespeare often reminds you of the artificiality of his medium as he transcends it. Thus Macbeth at his greatest despair speaks of being a poor player on the stage, the child actor of Cleopatra complains that some ‘squeaking Cleopatra’ of the future will ‘boy’ her greatness, and Prospero foresees the great Globe itself dissolving. When in this play Fabian declares ‘if this were played upon a stage now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction’, Shakespeare is daring us with a quotidian thought – ‘if you put this in a movie you wouldn’t believe it’ – while mocking his own trade. It is an absurdist technique ahead of its time, without the absurdists’ alienation, making us complicit and oddly enriching the material. When the same character reports later, more or less by the way, that Toby has married Maria, we recognise the loose end being tied up, as we might sense the gathering momentum in a last movement of music; at the same time we catch another, severer meaning – Maria’s and Toby’s efforts to secure their tenure in the household. As always, Shakespeare could do a number of things at the same time without apparent effort: a fantasy which is also a documentary and a joke about the theatre causes him little strain.


*


I didn’t at first recognise the voice on the phone, which was surprising as I used to hear it a couple of times a day. In 1991 I would almost know it was Michael Bogdanov from the timbre of the bell: but I had never heard him like this, as the relative at the bedside the night before a touch-and-go operation. How was I feeling? Yes? Was I sure? I declared that I was as ready as a human can be, which is hardly ready at all; and I did know Twelfth Night inside out – if that helped. He laughed wanly.


I had been earning my living as an actor for twenty-seven years. Bogdanov had been a director for the same length of time. The company we ran together, the English Shakespeare Company, had arrived with a bang five years earlier with our seven-play Shakespearian History cycle (sometimes performed in a single weekend) The Wars of the Roses, which Michael had directed and in which I had played many kings. Although our shows since then had been a bit uneven, we were still working in a way I don’t think you could see anywhere else – at its best combining the fastidiousness of traditional Shakespearian production with an unabashed modernism. We were not afraid of strategic drolleries – a newspaper seller announced the death of Edward IV with ‘King Shuffles Off Mortal Coil’ – but we also laboured for long hours over the pastoral intricacies of the Bohemian scenes in The Winter’s Tale, and our attitude to verse-speaking was religious. I also know that many people will not forget the armour-encased figures of Richmond and Richard, gold and black, slugging it out like medieval dinosaurs to Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings at the climax of Richard III – or the Falklands campaign hooliganism with which we underscored Henry V’s invasion of France. On the touring theatre circuit, the ESC, together with Kenneth Branagh’s Renaissance, were pretty much kings of the road; in parallel we had run a wide educational programme, and were ahead of the field with such initiatives as fully participatory prison performances and an improvised tour of African villages with Macbeth.


However, after these bright beginnings, funding insecurities were squeezing the sense of adventure out of our main repertoire. A timely Coriolanus (1990), implicitly set in revolutionary Bucharest, had just lost us a packet, and we were rather resignedly settling on two popular favourites, Macbeth and Twelfth Night, for 1991-2: an unfriendly observer might have asked what kind of trailblazing that was. There were many reasons for this retrenchment, none of which we liked; but as it was, I was telling myself (with perhaps a degree of cunning), that we should mix our shots a little. All the same, when I announced to Michael that it would be best if I were to direct the Twelfth Night, it must have struck him much as it would have me if he had suddenly decided to play Hamlet.


King Umberto I of Italy said that escaping assassination was one of the incidents of his profession. Metaphorically, it is of ours too, and since England is a bit suspicious of the all-rounder, you can find yourself looking down the barrel of a gun if you change your usual job. At the time of writing, David Hare has been acting on Broadway, and Harold Pinter has always succeeded as both director and actor as well, but still – actors who direct, writers who act, directors who also design: there is something disorderly about it, a deadly whiff of dalliance. The arts press were reasonably interested in my own new hat, and soon I faced an eager reporter from Time Out, I think it was. His first question came rolling over the hilltops like an approaching stormcloud. What made me think I could direct? I drolly pointed out that people had so often told me that I ought to, that, although I felt a little like an electrician being recommended a carpentry course, perhaps they had a point. Tactical inter viewer silence – I think he found the conceit rather fragile. At least I would understand the actors, I hurried on, perhaps protesting a little much: as an artistic director of the ESC I was on stage with the company every night, caretaking the shows as well as acting in them. Apart from a moment when a new Pistol lay on the floor in Chicago and refused to re-rehearse Henry V for me without Michael Bogdanov, this ambiguous role was taken by the company in good sort – I was at least sweating the same sweat as them. Very well, what was it that drew me to this particular play? I sensed a triangular trap: if the choice of play was untypical of the ESC, and the choice of director experimental, was the choice of play at least typical of the experimental director?


Good question. I had never been in Twelfth Night and hadn’t necessarily seen it as a friend. In my teens, hopelessly stage-struck, I had gone to more Shakespeare than perhaps ever since; and my father, who often mixed his love with a nice line in provocation, used to lament that this had caused him to become intolerably acquainted in his middle years with this particularly silly play. He was at the time building for me (I put it that way because I did little but march around the sidelines barking specifications) a model theatre, a metre square and a metre-and-a-quarter high, complete with fly-tower, four battens of lights with dimmers, vomitorium entrances, Juliet balconies and fully rouched miniature curtain – at the same time hoping desperately that I would get over this mania for the stage. A few defensive jokes were the least I could allow him.9


I liked everything I saw in those days (and sometimes sought to emulate it – the photographs are under lock and key), though I was pitifully determined to be harsh and discriminating in my judgments. Generally, I preferred the Old Vic in London to Stratford-upon-Avon: it was something to do with the more over powering whiff of size that came billowing off the stage as the curtain went up – one of theatre’s great forgotten smells. But I did see Laurence Olivier play Malvolio (with Vivien Leigh as Viola) in Twelfth Night at Stratford in 1955 – and straight away judged the production’s broken-hearted Feste too sentimental, not far enough from Jack Point in The Yeomen of the Guard. I could also see that this was not one of Olivier’s big hits, and approved the critic J.C. Trewin’s view that his Malvolio seemed to have lived on a diet of green apples: but I liked that he kept being betrayed by social insecurity, hesitating over the pronunciation of ‘slough’ (‘sluff?’) – it was a subliminal reminder that his could have been one of the ‘tinned minds’ in John Betjeman’s jeremiad on the Buckinghamshire town of that name.


Meanwhile, at the Vic in the same year, Judi Dench followed up a spectacular professional debut as Ophelia by playing Maria, and I was there: I have a picture of John Neville as Aguecheek looking winsome in a barrel, somewhat like the Dormouse in Alice in Wonderland – I dread to think how he came there. Despite its lack of Old Vic aroma, I could then see that Peter Hall’s revival at Stratford in 1958 was something of a benchmark: Geraldine McEwan was a gorgeous Olivia, and Dorothy Tutin’s surpassing Viola was twinned with Ian Holm as Sebastian. The show was also distinguished by Lila de Nobili’s ravishing gauzy sets, which included a striking front cloth of Feste, melancholically capering. However the production didn’t please everyone: when it was revived at the height of the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, the august critic Harold Hobson declared that this ‘perverse and displeasing’ version, which paid ‘both too much attention to words and too little’ (whatever that means), had caused him as much anxiety that week as had Mr Khrushchev.


My big memories remain these early ones. I have missed many distinguished revivals since, though I had a good time at Ariane Mnouchkine’s in 1982 for her radical Théâtre du Soleil at the Cartoucherie, on the outskirts of Paris, a disused munitions shed that sometimes feels like the city’s theatrical centre. Under its French title, La Nuit des rois, it brandished an affronting mixture of kathakali and kabuki influences, and was irresistible. Contradicting everything you know to be true about Shakespeare – the emotional chiaroscuro, the humanity, the sense of travel – it would have been dull were it not for the dazzling virtuosity of the staging and performances, brilliant arpeggios played on a single string. Orsino had one painted tear on his chalky face, and a handkerchief longer than himself held to his other eye; Aguecheek was played by an actress with the looks and clowning skills of Giulietta Masina. Aguecheek is the only part in Twelfth Night I have ever fancied taking myself. I haven’t done so, but my son has, in an entranced account of the play on a summer evening the same year in the walled Ashburnham Garden at Westminster School. Amidst the straw wigs, the garish make-up and the under-rehearsed young blunderings, Shakespeare was somehow at large, taking new prisoners. Such unexpected beauty is quite common when actors on the edge of adulthood (and not believing themselves actors) share unselfconsciously in an effort as great as football or choir singing. Their burgeoning testosterone and adolescent melancholy served the play’s painful lyricism as touchingly as I have ever seen.


In the small hours of self-knowledge, I had to admit that all this didn’t add up to a great start. If my best memories were of a school production and a French deconstruction, there might be a gap still to be closed between myself and the most complex of Shakespeare’s classic comedies. I could imagine all the full-time directors I knew curling the lip, and Michael Bogdanov’s long-suffering face – not to mention the critics. Meanwhile, Time Out was tapping his pencil, waiting for an answer. I looked him steadily in the eye and said that, like that of Viola and Sebastian, this was to be a great voyage of discovery.


*


I saw quickly that the play is difficult to cast, difficult to direct, and specially difficult to design: it defies any single image imposed across its grain. A director might insist on Feste presiding over the proceedings like an omniscient Puck, or even dreaming up the action out of nowhere, as Christopher Sly does The Taming of the Shrew – but I don’t like it much. On the other hand, the fundamentalist fallback – a bare Elizabethan stage and no context – is a blankish choice for a modern audience, especially in the magic-box theatres in which, for better or worse, we usually work. Something has to be done: and it seemed to me that Twelfth Night could only benefit from as documentary a starting-point as it could bear. All the more so since such reality is constantly battling with the ungovernable: indeed, in the second half the sense of location becomes so delirious that Antonio seems to be arrested simultaneously in Olivia’s garden and Illyria’s main square. While I retreated before the approach of John Draper’s The Twelfth Night of Shakespeare’s Audience (1950), which precisely analyses Olivia’s house in its progress from feudalism to economic modernity (and each character in terms of social status, psychology and even astrology), I felt there was a lot to be said for his cast of mind. Practically, we would have to design a set with enough realistic detail to suggest that Olivia’s world is the play’s central structure, but not let it immobilise us – in the early stages the location alternates at great speed between there and Orsino’s palace, the seashore and the street. We would be touring to many different venues, not all with efficient overhead flying, not all with much wing space. So we needed some adaptable machine, its components sliding or being drawn aside. If that could be done swiftly, we would get reasonably close to Shakespeare’s inspired jump-cutting from scene to scene, which sometimes resembles that of a screenplay. The deeper question remained: where should we be, and at what time?


The weary old debate about non-Elizabethan settings for Shakespeare seems to have quietened down, its arguments worn smooth at last. Most people would agree that it is as futile to choose 1600 as the starting-point for a modern production as it would have been for the actors of 1600 to dress in the period of four hundred years before that.10 But straightforward modern dress, apparently the quickest route to an audience, is a little problematic all the same. If a director encourages his actors to reach back to an Elizabethan temper of mind, but at the same time abandons puffed trousers and the constricting farthingale, the improbable consequence may be a man in a copied Armani suit pirouetting with the passionate vehemence of Mercutio, or a girl in Doc Martens trying to sound like Beatrice. In each case, their linguistic fluency puts any image of contemporary life, with its jargonistic, image-led Babel, to shame. At the ESC, we looked for parallels with any period or culture almost as a matter of charter, but our choices were generally volatile and allusive, a series of implications only. Sometimes we would start with what the actors pulled off a costume rail: with some canny adjustments, their choices would resolve into images of conspirators in com bat fatigues, Bonnie Prince Charlie kilts and civilian suits, all sitting round the same campfire – a witty and chaste assembly with the players looking to the manner born. This allusiveness suited the tapestry-work of the History plays very well, but it worried me for Twelfth Night – I feared to see, say, an Elizabethan country-house for Olivia with a jolly Toby-jug Belch, a fin-de-siècle Orsino, and a Dungeness-like waste ground for the shipwreck. The play’s moral tensions would be better served by some consistent world not too far from the audience’s experience; at the same time Shakespeare’s vulgar, super-articulate grace might find an enlightening equivalent in another culture than ours.


It is not unusual for a director to retreat from the present day,11 and at the same time to incline towards the mediterranean, especially in comedy – it’s an astute double alibi. Sure enough, I too was heading south, hoping this was a true response to the play. Where is the heart worn on the sleeve as clamorously as it is by Orsino, or as proudly as by Olivia? What about the fatalism of Viola? Or the reckless friendship of Antonio and Sebastian, who would presumably travel the streets in a walking embrace? In Andalusia, in southern Spain, so little seems to have changed: you could be at any moment in the 1920s or the 1990s, and there are still great estates, latifundia, held by absentee owners who know little of the land. On them, a hired administrator can gain disproportionate control, as Malvolio does over Olivia. Here, one side of the street can be sunlit and the other in deep shadow, an effect spiritually acknowledged in the phrase sol y sombra: and there is no bright surface in Twelfth Night without a shadow running alongside it. No shortage of licence in the Spanish Festival calendar either: for instance, a special Day for Fools and Bellringers, the great Tomato Battle in Buñol in Valencia, and a day in Segovia when the married women take over the town, elect their own Mayor and harass the men. Perhaps it is this world – fierce sun, dark interiors, fiesta gaiety, morbid introspection – that Viola and her brother have fallen into, travelling not east to the Dalmatian coast but west towards the Balearic Islands. In a culture as extreme in economics as in climate, they see dispossessed peasants tilling the soil by hand, and a distribution of wealth so uneven that many people have to hold down two jobs in order to live. Antonio, a poor man, loves Sebastian so much he gives him the little money he has. Feste’s begging for tips can come across to a modern audience as just so much fun, but it reflects a bitter reality in which virtually nobody is safe: he, Fabian, Maria and her staff must hang on to their positions or end up in a doorway.


I was foolishly excited, as if I had stumbled on the answer to a crossword clue without checking the number of letters. I also knew that Shakespeare always leads you into this sort of discovery, and then slips the knot, leaving you looking flashy. It would be a matter of seeing if it worked with the actors in rehearsal, commonsense to hand if we struck the gong too loudly. Feste with a little cigar and a pale young Priest, his biretta parked by his side, might well play cards in a bar, but there was no question of flat-hatted policemen wildly blowing whistles. There should be no Concerto de Aranjuez on the soundtrack, nothing from Sketches of Spain, and if any tango, then only for the lightest of self-mocking purposes. With caution, it would all fit. Toby Belch could once have been a Francoist officer: there is a martinet energy in him and he might dance the military paso doble. Andrew Aguecheek could be from up-country, the gauche heir to a sherry fortune perhaps, looking for a bride. Malvolio has often enough been played as a would-be Spanish grandee – Charles Lamb complimented Bensley’s ‘old Castilian’ (1777), and Henry Irving (1884) was said to look like ‘some great Spanish hid algo’ out of a Velasquez painting. Above all the idea would work for Feste, an entertainer with a name like a carnival, who would sing a raw cante jondo but pass in a crowd as a butcher; for the conservative ceremoniousness of Olivia’s household; for Orsino’s inter twined savagery and lyricism; and perhaps Goya’s portrait of Doña Isabel de Porcel – black mantilla, creamy lace, her costume all middle-aged propriety but her young eyes alert for something new – is close to the châtelaine Olivia herself.


*


We couldn’t afford the mantilla, so Doña Isabel ended up on the poster instead; meanwhile Claire Lyth designed heavy burgundy brocades for Orsino’s quarters and black lace draperies for Olivia’s sorrowful mansion; for the exteriors, high dark green Moorish towers, some with long narrow windows and others tessellated with tiny translucent grilles, their verticals casting deep shadows; black ironwork furniture on a floor of diamond-patterned gold and green Spanish tiles; and, spectacularly, when the play moves out into Olivia’s garden, a triptych of lightweight iron trees, furiously contorted but held within rectangular trellis panels. The sky was at all times as high and wide as the variety of venues permitted, having been designed for the highest and widest. The whole look, though less brooding, was remarkably like the angular abstracts that used to be designed by Edward Gordon Craig, and receptive to the steep light which Michael Bogdanov would design for it.12 A changing world of street-alleys, courtyards and interior corridors was to be created through a crafty combination of textures.


In Notting Hill we found an improbable and presumably unrepeatable orange raw silk suit for Andrew Aguecheek which shouted Tourist – or perhaps Superannuated Rock Star:13 he progressed in the second half to Hawaian shirt, shorts and sandals. After an early flirtation with suede, Viola as Cesario ended up in a delicate grey flannel suit enlivened by a burgundy waistcoat and jaunty buttonhole. As if she was stepping cautiously into sunlight, Olivia moved from deep Edwardian mourning to light black lace over white satin, and Orsino from designer déshabille to designer-floppy black suit. Toby borrowed a guards uniform from our Wars of the Roses to officiate over Andrew’s and Cesario’s duel, its tunic clanking with unearned medals. For some time we were stumped by the special problem of Malvolio in his yellow stockings and cross-garters. This essentially Elizabethan image is certainly funny, but with the passage of time has lost much of its embarrassing quality, its hint of inappropriate sexuality. One morning in the tube I looked along a row of identical pinstriped legs to see that one pair resolved into outrageously garish socks: I mentally rolled up this gentleman’s trousers and imagined a glimpse of suspenders above the hectic legwear – reflecting how these always look both silly and sleazy, especially with lots of black hairs around them. Panning back down, I imagined not fashionable slip-ons but heavy black brogues to round it all off, and sent the unwitting commuter on his way, satisfied that I had met Malvolio in love.


Twelfth Night requires an ensemble of a dozen actors of more or less equal power, carefully balanced and appreciating their dependence on each other. This is untypical of Shakespeare: if you leave aside Troilus and Cressida, another wonderful team play (for the men, at least), and the infinite variety of Henry IV, only A Midsummer Night’s Dream offers such a range of leading parts. Orsino, Toby, Andrew, Feste, Olivia, Malvolio, Viola, Maria and, I would argue, Fabian, are all absolutely central, and Sebastian and Antonio can’t let matters down either: it comes as a surprise to find that on a straight line-count Toby Belch is probably the biggest part, and even this is hard to prove as he is all in prose and so it depends which edition you’re using. It is difficult enough to get all this balanced up at the best of times; I was setting out under the curious circumstance that the company would go on in the New Year to do Michael Bogdanov’s production of Macbeth, essentially a two-character play in which I was to be the Thane. Not so easy to explain to your Olivia that she is going to have to be a Witch after Christmas, or that Caithness is worth the attention of a Toby Belch.


The casting of the twins, Viola and Sebastian, causes many anxieties, most of them pointless. There have been occasions when Viola has contrived to double as her brother,14 but it takes too much stage management and draws attention to itself, like casting Hermione and Perdita together in The Winter’s Tale. If you choose a period when, as they say, you can’t tell the boys from the girls – the Caroline (long hair for the men), or our own (short hair common for the women) – you can halve the problem; but it’s a pity to make the choice for that one reason. The fact is that if the actors have much the same height and colouring, the difference in bone-structure matters surprisingly little – identical male-and-female twins are in any case a biological impossibility, and they tend to be alike in physical proportions only. Sebastian and Viola need to be close enough for the cast to mistake without too much kindness from the audience – how accurately does anyone register a face anyway? – and much more important is the sibling gene: a touch of tenderness in the manly Sebastian (he weeps as soon as we meet him), and a good fist at masculinity learned from him in Viola.


Jenny Quayle was born to play Viola; and though Vivian Munn was not as close a lookalike for her as other contenders,15 they were to find an instinctive kinship, mirroring each other’s temperament and body-language so well that they became like the two halves of an egg. Maria (Tracey Mitchell) was young and black – unfashion ably, the audience was not asked to be colour-blind but to take the precise point, so that her involvement with Toby seemed unequal but tender, somehow forbidden – this was to be an Hispanic society that gives its minorities servant roles, no rights and a permanent need for male protection. Michael Mueller would be a Monaco brat-pack Orsino, pursuing Ally Byrne’s impulsive Olivia, who was certainly young enough to have had greatness thrust upon her. She would also be a good victim for the apparatchik Malvolio of Timothy Davies, on whose hatchet face I could foresee a permanent rictus of dis com fort – owing something to shame and pride, and something to the heaviness of a black woollen suit making him a little malodorous in the southern sun. Derek Smith (who was acting before I was, let alone directing), would make a peppery and intelligent Toby; James Hayes, who had done Autolycus for us, would be ideal for Andrew; Alan Cody, a Cornishman, had the clear-eyed honour of Antonio, and Sean Gilder an equally unforced chippiness for Fabian. In an ESC tradition, we had three professional debutants in a cast of fifteen, one of them (Ed Little) plucking ravishing arpeggios from a Spanish guitar. Feste, who at that time I imagined as something like Manet’s Spanish Singer, but later desentimentalised into braces and beret, would be the innocent but very experienced Colin Farrell: thirty years earlier he had been one of the best Justice Shallows I have ever seen, at the age of eighteen, in the Youth Theatre, and was recently a brilliant trombone-playing Bardolph in our Henry IV. Now he would have to learn the accordion. Giving a local habitation and a name to Shakespeare’s extravagant abstracts was a great relief: now they had to be these people and none other. It all began to feel like a reality.


I at first rehearsed with more punctiliousness than flair: the sessions seldom overran, but you win no Oscars for that. I had known for a lifetime that a director has to go round to work: an offhand remark may provoke a creative riff better than an hour of discussion. And you must know when to let be for a bit if the actor is cooking up on his or her own. Choose your moment to nag; encourage even when you’re infuriated (frightened horses bolt); come down heavily only on laziness; if you’re an actor too, don’t demonstrate. These skills generally take some time to learn: I had five weeks. For the first of them, we tested the Spanish idea to see if it fitted – a genial collusion in a fait accompli, as the set was already being built. That was fine, but I think in other ways the cast felt a bit constricted – not because I was dictating, but because there just wasn’t enough carnival in the air: I hadn’t mastered the sleight of hand that pretends there is lots of time to play about in. However, developing the music with Terry Mortimer, who understood exactly the necessary yearning quality, I felt on song. Two kinds swiftly developed: plangent rhapsodies for Orsino to languish to, and then Feste’s folk music to excite him. The latter would be guttural, harsh and bluesy, not so much flamenco perhaps but the more fatalistic Portuguese fado: however, listening to it issue from Colin Farrell’s open throat and heart, you could hear the wind howling across the central Sierra. As we insinuated a hint of Viva España into the Keystone Cops chase of Viola and Malvolio through the Madrid traffic – horns, streetcars and bicycles – and then hit on Scarlatti’s Stabat Mater (the one non-original theme) for Sebastian’s union first with Olivia and then with his sister, it struck me that I might be better at directing a musical of the play than the original.


We opened at the beautiful Theatre Royal in Nottingham, where the proscenium is significantly higher than wide and there is plenty of room for a cyclorama to be lit from behind, so that the set looked terrific (and the actors rather small). This was a miracle as, built at a distance from London and consequently difficult to supervise, it had turned up painted not in green metallic car paint as ordered, but in some supposed scenic equivalent ideal for panto: each horrible inch had to be re-done by any available hand, and while this was going on Orsino’s metal chair was stolen. From there we moved on to Newcastle, Northampton, Wolverhampton and Blackpool, to Leeds and Plymouth and Hull, on a familiar ESC ticket, until Christmas. In a small pool of light like a prison cell, Michael Mueller, barefoot and spreadeagled on the floor, began the play with a single, exhausted musician, his new chair thrown down behind him. The scene dissolved through heavy draperies (built on gauzes) to the spotlit figure of Viola on the seashore – the first of several editorial devices linking the two characters. Where possible, each new arrival – Viola as Cesario, Feste, Toby and Sebastian – was pinpointed for a moment like this in the change preceding their appearance, initialising their scene. Toby Belch broke in with his disgruntled comments on Olivia’s mourning as he watched the house hold’s solemn return from church (led by a Priest who would remain in constant attendance on her, finally marrying her to Sebastian) while black drapery corridors closed in from every side. Weaving his way through these, Feste arrived to something like the Harry Lime theme from The Third Man. The tolling bell that had accompanied the procession announced the main arrival of Olivia, at which point the whole picture seemed to slide into monochrome – a bit too much so, I later decided, for any comedy. Toby and Andrew, having danced their way into town, returned to this mausoleum with much mock trepidation for a nightcap, bedecked with the balloons and ribbons of a street fiesta, and carrying – a cultural liberty – panettones. They sang an aria from Carmen to enrage Malvolio in his nightshirt, and on their way to bed got one of their bigger laughs blearily watching the set reorganise itself around them. Malvolio, promenading in the garden, got Maria’s letter stuck to his foot as if it were something left by a dog – we abandoned this joke later as only the Dress Circle could see it, but for a while it was a pleasure to watch him stride obliviously to and fro. On the same spot, Olivia, out of mourning, shockingly kneeled to beg Cesario for love. Feste entertained the house during the interval by teaching himself the bongos. Andrew’s challenge to Cesario ‘in a martial hand . . . curst and brief’, was written on a scroll that, unfurled, was as tall as he was: the duel that followed was attended by Maria and a Gentlewoman dressed as Red Cross nurses, but no blow was struck since neither party knew at all what to do. In his prison, Malvolio’s seemingly disembodied head peered through the grille of a specially narrow tower like a vertical coffin, and he arrived for his showdown with Olivia pathetic and proud in long combinations. By now Spanish lanterns hung on the ironwork trees to lighten the dusk. Much of the action had taken place in a single day – it had begun with Feste singing ‘Come Away Death’ in an uncanny whooping falsetto, and as his mood intensified, a violet sky had turned to bright white, as if you were looking into the eye of the rising sun. This sun began to set flaming red as Sebastian fell in love with Olivia. The lanterns were taken indoors at the end and the house closed up by the united couples, leaving Andrew to make his way home and Feste to sing alone in a cold night light. At the end of this final song Malvolio returned as he had promised, very quietly and seriously, that he would, looking somewhat like an Arts Council officer of the time (the ESC was arguing about its grant – what did I have to lose?). Accompanied by two removal men and carrying a clipboard, he sneered at Feste’s proffered cap, dismissed the set, and snapped his fingers to turn off the lights and close the theatre. For this I was duly chastised by certain critics who believed that Shakespeare should always ‘speak for himself’.16 I can only say that it is not Shakespeare’s fault that he occasionally needs a translator. Malvolio commonly goes off nowadays to a pleasing small shudder of apprehension, but the Elizabethans would have been scared stiff of the puritannical bigotry he represented – it would soon close the playhouses and damage their cosmopolitan culture almost beyond recovery. Some of us sensed that in 1991, too, Malvolio was a figure who stretched beyond the play; so I call it licence in a good cause.


So far so good; but as the weeks rolled by, the show remained no more than serviceable, and the performances curiously constricted. I more than anybody longed for some demon of misrule to disrupt it all. I blamed myself and the cast by turns, at one date cheering them on, at the next rather self-consciously carpeting them: neither approach made the damn thing shift. The press and public responses were indeterminate (‘One should be grateful. And yet . . . ’ – The Times). That we were still very provisional was borne out by a visit from the directors of the Chicago Festival: they had bought the show for the following spring sight unseen, on the strength of The Wars of the Roses five years earlier, and they now threatened to withdraw. Having talked them round, I had the rare pleasure of seeing the production bloom into one of their hits. Approaching the Christmas break, we rehearsed again for a couple of afternoons a week and re-designed a few of the clothes: though tired, the actors welcomed it, and the play’s floor began to ease open, revealing some of its depths at last.


In the New Year the production got an unexpected boost with the arrival in the rep of Macbeth: after the stress of playing that darkest of tragedies, to return to Twelfth Night two or three times a week was a tonic, and the performances began to sing. In February we went abroad with both plays, again on a familiar ESC route through Tokyo to Chicago, but this time to Seoul as well, the first time the company had visited Korea and the first time I had myself been since 1975, when the capital was still patrolled by American troops. At that time a midnight curfew sent people scuttling nervously home through the streets of their own city; I have an indelible image of amateurish prostitutes huddled in the doorways of international hotels, making split-second decisions – in for a chancy foreign investment of their own or home without being arrested. By 1991 the military had shrunk back to the north-south border and Margaret Thatcher was hailing South Korea as a triumphant model of capitalism, though I doubt if it had done much for the female slaves. Even with Hyundai and Samsung in the international top twenty, the air of prosperity hanging over the capital (mingled with severe pollution and the pervasive smell of garlic and pickled cabbage) was tentative, as if a colony of skyscrapers had been built on a shanty-town. Like a final symbol, a huge and filthy river, the Han, flows through Seoul with hardly a boat on it, ever – it comes out into the sea precisely at the trigger-happy borderline and so is useless for trade. A commuter stuck in the daily traffic jam on the bridge can reflect on this baulked opportunity as he prepares another day of economic marvels and struggles to breathe.


Humiliation brutalises, in matters great and small. The Korean Broadcasting System had invited the ESC: they’d never handled such a big company before, didn’t know how to do it, and weren’t about to be told. It was quite something to see inexperience combine with an absolute refusal to lose face. A first visit to the performance hall, forty-eight hours before we were to open, revealed that though KBS had offered to build a duplicate set rather than paying to fly ours out, construction hadn’t been started. By a true economic miracle, our crew swiftly built one in conditions of high tension in local workshops, while the British Council stood hopefully by, their feet in perpetual motion from side to side. Meanwhile the antagonists in the showdown – our production manager and myself on one hand, their head of production and director on the other – screamed at each other like banshees, re-enacting in little the bullying transactions that have so scarred the history of this beautiful country.17 Of course, everyone ended up in drunken embraces after the opening, all brought together by Shakespeare in action. As in so many unhappy cultures, there is a heartbeat here that defies global puppeteering, war and poverty – a hungry response to art, be it their own beautiful ceramics or some touch of nature sensed under the incomprehensible language of a four-hundred-year-old Englishman. So somehow we got on, got through and got out; and since in most matters between Japan and Korea, Japan has always looked worse, unacceptably worse, it felt odd, the following week, to rush with relief from all the hostile duplicity into the solicitous arms of Seiya Tamura at the Tokyo Globe Theatre.


We went from Japan to the Blackstone Theatre in Chicago, where Helen Hayes and the Barrymores used to play,18 and reached London in early summer, where the show was warmly welcomed by some members of the press who had never been friends of mine as an actor. The common link between all the foregoing dates was a series of increasingly ominous faxes coming my way: the ESC was beginning to nose-dive. The Arts Council of Great Britain, on whom we depended for subsidy, had appointed as new director of its Touring Department a pleasant enough man from the British Council in Paris with no discernible qualifications for the specialised job. He worked under a Chairman best described as an opinionated dilettante,19 but was really led by the hand by an ambitious deputy in his own department who, like Malvolio, demonstrated what fills a power vacuum. Noisily chomping sand wiches at our Board meetings, these doubtful characters insisted that, even though the ESC had proved itself several times over, we must now, if we were to qualify for continued support, supply a detailed three-year plan – budgets, schedules, the lot – not to mention principal casting and the design concept twelve months ahead of any new production. Any fool can do this speculative exercise, dreaming away, but any fool knows that it is miles away from the natural rhythm of theatre, and therefore undeliverable. Tying up our staff in miles of paper-work, I obediently went away and returned, in good faith, with a season that included Simon Russell Beale as Hamlet and Adrian Lester as Pericles, on a budget that, for certain good reasons, would surely make a profit.20 This was a partial means of subsidising (so that we would need less from the Arts Council) a brilliant but admittedly expensive Michael Bogdanov plan – Goethe’s two-part Faust (music by Michael Nyman, translation by Howard Brenton, set by Pina Bausch’s designer Peter Pabst) which would answer the Council’s demand that the ESC become big-scale and unexpected again: like jaded libertines, that wanted us to turn exciting tricks while still fumbling with their wallets. The plan wasn’t approved – nor was The Seagull (‘a boring choice’). As we struggled through the circular conversations, vainly pointing to written promises now broken and wondering why we were once again auditionees, it dawned on us that we were, in code, being shown the door – as was Compass, the Council’s other dedicated touring company in the big regional theatres. It was cheaper for them to tour units half the size of ours, or to ambulance-chase the RSC or the National – that is, by guaranteeing them against occasional losses while taking public credit for the association.


Altogether, it was a dismal time in the arts, with bad faith all over the place: ousted Arts Ministers tried to get on the side of the angels by denouncing their successors, arts organisations faced obviously unmeetable criteria. Next to the best European models of subsidy England remains an absolute disgrace, and these local troubles did symbolise the Tory government’s utter indifference to culture – what flickering energy it felt was being devoted to the idea of dismantling the Arts Council altogether and devolving its brief to regional arts boards ill-equipped to handle the extra burden. What a pity the Council didn’t share their anxieties with their clients instead of defensively blaming them, or quietly advise us to save our time instead of shuffling around emptying the ashtrays.


Taking the deep hint, I prepared a noisy resignation, without consulting my chairman, Luke Rittner, or even Michael Bogdanov – an act of treachery which short-cut a lot of pointless discussion and which both of them have, I think, just about forgiven by now. I felt that we had reached the end, and that a genuine sense of public grievance would be a witty enough way of masking our own battle-fatigue. Most good ideas in the theatre have a metabolic life of about five years, at which point they should either stop, institutionalise or – marvellous euphemism – redefine. I didn’t think we should do the latter – though it must be said that the ESC has survived with Michael as its sole director and myself as the kind of picky board member we both used to dread. At the time, my gesture did provoke, by way of embarrassment, a few more pence from the Arts Council, and I was relieved on every score: after six years on the road, I was myself beginning to feel like the itinerant actor described by Ben Jonson in the 1590s, ‘shoes full of gravel, going after a blond jade and hamper . . . to stalk upon boards and barrel heads, to an old cracked trumpet’. The touring life is both austere and haphazard, and I had no further stomach for the compromises – fit up fast on Monday, do your best on Monday night, spend the rest of the week getting the show steady again, before travelling on and starting all over. I wanted to feel that the stage I had left on Saturday I would find at the same temperature, in the same light, with the same acoustic, on the Monday.


The ESC has left a strangely faint mark on the profession, but our unspoiled and desirous audiences had been supremely rewarding; and I have a lasting pride in having done something to help young actors trained for television to conquer a new 1500-seat theatre every week without effort. Also, I knew producers’ problems as well as I did actors’, and am now maddeningly fairminded when the latter condemn the former as exploitative devils. Twelfth Night had put something unexpected into the ESC’s pot – colour, unabashed romance, festivity – but it was in quite steep contrast to our typical style, and for a maverick company perhaps a consistent style is all. Turning these changes over, I would look in on the production in London, simply for pleasure – it was like drinking long draughts of clear water after the stewed tea of theatre politics. We were Time Out’s recommended choice throughout the run and I hoped my interviewer had noticed. Having taken so long to cook up, the show had reached a conclusive point where I could assess what had and hadn’t been achieved. The balance-sheet was rather surprising. As an untrained actor thirty years before I had been at great pains to prove myself technically adequate; and now, as a director, I had been much concerned to master light, sound and choreography, which were where the main strengths seemed to lie – the highly-drilled scene changes were a pleasure to watch, and one or two were quite virtuosic. The musical reprises were witty – a wobbly version of Viva España for the drunken knights, and very legato restatements of ‘Mistress Mine’ and ‘Come Away Death’ for the gentler transitions. Built up from such details, much of the show was infectious, definitely uplifting, and the curtain call was great fun.


On the other hand I had perhaps helped the actors only a bit – and mainly to disguise their particular weaknesses rather than to find anything unexpected; and as ever, stage experience showed. Too often I hadn’t found the magic word, or the magic silence. And the Spanish setting, though it was justifiable and entertaining, was an imposition, of course – you were watching a version, not quite the unmistakeable play. I don’t altogether know what you do about this: a choice of milieu in Shakespeare always has some limiting effect, and yet I no longer want to see the plays ‘speaking for themselves’. This sort-of-Spain was not, after all, organic: it arose from my homework rather than the actors’ associations, an exotic alibi that everyone had to aspire to as well as rising to a great text. Similarly, most of the gags (and some were a bit self-conscious) arose from predeterminations of mine rather than the actors’ inventions. And Malvolio’s return at the end now seemed heavy-handed. Too many times, the play seemed to have been subdued to the concept rather than released, tent-pegged where it should have flapped freely, especially if the playing was ever a bit slow. I had certainly been thinking in a fresh way about Shakespeare – even my father might have enjoyed it – but, for all the hard work and good days we’d had, I could see that I hadn’t (who has?) quite caught the evasive grace of this play, its deluded eroticism, its profound sense of fugue. What I didn’t know was that our visit to Tokyo had given Seiya Tamura of the Globe Theatre an idea, and that the following year I would be getting another chance.


Footnotes


1Shakespeare’s company had in fact been advised to provide something for this occasion ‘furnished with rich apparel . . . of a subject that may be pleasing to Her Majesty’; and Don Orsino wrote to his wife later that he had seen that night ‘a mingled comedy, with pieces of music and dances’. The recent Much Ado About Nothing with its two dances (Twelfth Night has none) must be the better candidate.


2The festivity was also linked to the seasons, the trunks of the appletrees being whipped in hopes of a good harvest.


3A one-day holiday is either a matter of benevolence or social control, depending on where you’re standing: in eighteenth-century London the child chimney-sweeps, bewigged and rouged and powdered white, were allowed their Festival on May Day – but it was not till the end of the century that Parliament thought to alleviate their wretched conditions.


4Worth noting that the Elizabethan sense of ‘will’ was quite active, as in ‘what you will into being’: it is used often in the Sonnets, with an overtone of sexual impulse or passionate whim – and as a reference to the poet’s name.


5It is remarkable to observe the dazzling self-plagiarism by which Antipholus of Syracuse (The Comedy of Errors) reacts to the same wonderful overture as Sebastian receives from Olivia in this play; or to compare Proteus instructing the adoring Julia (disguised as his page Sebastian) to woo for him in The Two Gentlemen of Verona with Orsino and Cesario. And Andrew Aguecheek has a not-so-distant cousin in Slender in The Merry Wives of Windsor.


6He also wrote ‘Pyramus and Thisby’ in the margin of A Midsummer Night’s Dream: serious fellow as he was, it is clear what sort of thing he liked most in the theatre.


7‘The first Malvolio of his generation that does not seem to have walked onto the stage from some municipal museum of theatrical bric-à-brac’ – John Palmer, The Saturday Review.


8Even in the rare virtuosic sequences (there is one in the second half of this play) when Shakespeare feels like a simple farceur, he still allows moral consequences to nag. After their fantastic eavesdroppings, Berowne has to reason his colleagues out of real moral chancery in Love’s Labour’s Lost. When I first saw The Comedy of Errors, early and slight as it is, I was shocked by the initial agony and later paternal rage of old Egeon, by the hurling of Antipholus of Ephesus into a prison like Malvolio’s, and that a harmless quack, Doctor Pinch, is burned, beslimed and scissored half to death.


9When Life Took Over and this remarkable object fell out of use, it languished for some years in a garage, where mice ate the hardboard, the gold beading fell off, and the facing crumbled more or less to dust. Not so long ago I rebuilt it, as a homage I suppose. I had to buy three new hardboard stages, having misjudged the measurements as my father would never have done: I repainted, oiled the pulleys and blew dust off the brittle wiring. It seems you can’t get 6.5 volt bulbs any more, so I worked with 5 volts and a new plastic transformer. I turned it on. After a small delay, as if an elderly man was heaving himself out of an armchair, a brown light began to glow and grow, blessing the stage once more: the wiring was intact. There it sits, in a remote corner of my house, covered with a vegetable-garden crop blanket: the politely composed features of visitors, not only of children, usually melt with pleasure at the sight of it.


10We know they didn’t, from the only extant illustration of a performance in Shakespeare’s own lifetime. This is a drawing by Henry Peacham, in what is known as the Longleat Manuscript. It shows the actors in Titus Andronicus in their own modern dress, with token togas and tabards thrown over it.


11But no further back than the Victorian period, before which clothes look like remote costume to us.


12In a style which the Evening Standard was, unaccountably, to call ‘harsh Adriatic’.


13There’s the rub. Andrew needs longish hair because of Toby’s jokes about it, and in modern dress may look like a restaurateur, a pirate or a doleful Rod Stewart. Tie it up in a pony-tail and it looks worse. I don’t have an answer to this.


14Kate Terry did it in 1865 at the Olympic in London, and Jessica Tandy in1937 at the Old Vic (when Laurence Olivier played Toby Belch ‘like a veteran Skye terrier’ – J.C. Trewin).


15What a tiresome part to audition for – you know that you are being compared to someone who is probably already hired, and judged for things you can’t control.


16One of them complained that I misunderstood the play’s hierarchy because I let Feste put his feet up on Olivia’s table – as if this had just happened by default rather than being entirely planned, as an illustration of Feste’s exceptional licence in the house.


17At one point in these tussles, the KBS master carpenter threw his fist in the air as if he were going to take a swing at us, but in fact to demonstrate an armpit damp with the sweat of exhaustion, yelling: ‘Look! Am I not depraved?’ Once the set was built, KBS, sensing an advantage, managed to sell it back to us, and then dispatched it to Chicago significantly the worse for wear.


18Where I had the odd experience of having to go on, because of some understudy foul-up, as Valentine for a few nights, and so had the pleasant impression of being in the stoking-room of some great ship of which I had lost command.


19And who was also on the Board of one of the touring companies competing with us for funds – the Arts Council is either weighed down with too much middle management and too few artists, or has too many artists with vested interests.


20I see you smile, but it can be done. If the cast is small, the play big enough for the major stages and the company has the following we still had, you can’t really fail.
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