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To so many unheard women’s voices and to one special Guy











She speaks: O, speak again!


Romeo and Juliet


Do you not know I am a woman? When I think, I must speak.


As You Like It





VIOLA:




My father had a daughter loved a man,


As it might be, perhaps, were I a woman,


I should your lordship.





DUKE ORSINO:




And what’s her history?





VIOLA:




A blank, my lord. She never told her love.


Twelfth Night












Introduction


If I could time travel, I would go back to London in the 1590s and early 1600s to see one of Shakespeare’s plays performed by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men or the King’s Men. I am bursting with curiosity to know how they acted in those days and, most especially, since actresses weren’t allowed on the stage for another half century or so, to see how boys and young men portrayed Rosalind, Mistress Quickly, Cleopatra or Lady Macbeth.


Theatre was a relatively new art form to the citizens of London and the city itself was a small place, so the pool of boy actors Shakespeare could draw on wouldn’t have been made up of future Laurence Oliviers and Ian McKellens. For the most part they were probably quite shouty and unsubtle schoolboys, pulling faces and hamming it up. Hamlet’s advice to the travelling players not to ‘saw the air too much’ or ‘tear a passion to tatters’ gives one a bit of a clue as to what Shakespeare himself warned his company against. But he was also aware that high art would be ‘caviar to the general’ and that an average contemporary audience wouldn’t be too concerned about the nuances of acting. It was enough to be in the buzzy atmosphere of a playhouse, being told an exciting story.


This is all speculation. Frustratingly, we will never know the truth. Theatre is an art form that by its very nature insists ‘you had to be there’.


I once read that a young male player would be expected ‘to have a command of rhetoric, to speak well, have good facial expressions and an aliveness of movement’. So I suspect that acting in those days owed more to expert mimicry and physical posturing than anything close to the interiority and authenticity the modern actor is expected to bring to the stage. Did a boy player ask ‘What’s my motivation?’ or have to dredge up some Method-like emotional memory in order to play a part? I rather doubt it.


In the small window between recruitment at about age ten and first beard growth (later than nowadays, so around eighteen), a young actor could become an expert in his field and play girls and women outwardly very convincingly. What they couldn’t do was speak from the experience of being a girl or a woman.


They would never say to Shakespeare, ‘I think Gertrude needs to answer back here’, or ‘Can you give me a bit more of a speech about what Lady Capulet feels about her daughter dying?’, or ‘Can you explain why Lear’s daughters Goneril and Regan are so hateful?’


In this book I have had the temerity to invent some answers to some of these and other questions that the modern actress – and a modern audience – might wish to ask.


I worship Shakespeare and feel very irreverent, shamelessly piggy-backing on his giant shoulders. His psychological insight is second to none. His language is miraculous. His daring with forms and his coinage of some two thousand new words make him a great experimenter. He held ‘the mirror up to Nature’ as no one else before or since. But … being a sixteenth-century man his mirror sometimes gives only a sliver of reflection of women and women’s lives. It is a beautiful sliver but limited in scope.


If Shakespeare wasn’t the Poet for All Time whose truths are held to be eternal, this wouldn’t be too much of a problem, but many of his characters have become almost immortal. Perhaps the most universally famous character in fiction is Hamlet. He has come to represent Everyman. He is the great articulator of the human condition and women as well as men are accustomed to identifying with this Danish prince from a very different time. If we were to swap things round, would men similarly identify with a female character as representative of all humankind?


These are some of the thoughts I had as I pondered the long shadow of Shakespeare’s genius and tried to think of ways to let a little sunlight in on some of his women’s stories. I like to think he wouldn’t mind.


I haven’t tried to imitate him or write in cod Elizabethan language, but I have found a natural and helpful structure in the iambic pentameter – five di-dums to a line (with the occasional trochaic dum-di) – that he used. Paradoxically, I found it easier to write in rhyming couplets or sonnet form than in blank verse (the same number of di-dums, but without the rhymes) because that suddenly looks like serious poetry and leaves my choice of words more exposed somehow. Shakespeare frequently broke his own rules of rhythm and rhyme, but he can get away with it because of the depth of his poetic thinking and dramaturgy.


A large part of the enjoyment of the writing was to find out how much I have absorbed of Shakespeare’s rhythms and imagery simply by dint of having played twenty-one (yes, I counted) of his roles. These characters exist in the framework of the verse. The pulse of their thoughts is laced through their speeches and over five decades of internally listening to them and then speaking those lines out loud, I was excited to find how naturally these invented verses came to me.


Do speak them aloud – if you like that sort of thing. I hope you will enjoy that, and also enjoy being tantalised by the odd phrase or echo that reminds you of some famous line of the Bard’s. These don’t usually come from the play I am dealing with in that chapter: my women borrow from one another and toss imagery between them.


Just as when playing a classical part I try to build a bridge between myself and the character and form a kind of hybrid (a sort of Harriet Macbeth, or whatever), in the same way I have written these speeches in a contemporary language while hoping to remain in character. Some are tragical, some comical, tragical-historical, farcical-historical. Most speak alone but sometimes I bring together women from different plays so they can share and compare their stories.


I was alerted to a list (available on Shakespeareswords.com) of every Shakespeare role ranked by the numbers of lines they speak, from Hamlet, who has the most, to some poor guy called Herbert who only has one line in Richard III. On that list, Rosalind from As You Like It is the longest female role but she is only at number fifteen. Tellingly, there are only fifteen women’s roles listed in the top one hundred (Lady Macbeth is way down at number 138, which makes her lasting impact all the more surprising). In making my choices of who to give voice to, I have tended to focus more on those who don’t get much of a look in or are rather misunderstood than on those to whom Shakespeare has already given a lot to say.


I have also included a few characters that seem to me very gender fluid, and I like to think that Shakespeare, who in his casting could switch a boy to a woman and back again, and play with all the ambiguity in between, would understand.









KATE


The Taming of the Shrew


[image: ]


Most people now agree that this is a pretty impossible play to stomach in this day and age, being as it is a ‘comedy’ about a ‘shrewish’ woman who comes to know her place ‘beneath your husband’s foot’. Hard though it is, we have to admit that Shakespeare probably did mean it to be funny, and that if we try to bend it into a more po-faced feminist, or ironic, shape it doesn’t really stand up. We just want a different play. I don’t want to doom it or say it can never be played again, because I am reverent enough of the Bard to think none of his words should be buried, and I have seen a couple of productions that convinced me either by means of a blanket sarcasm or of a quirk of casting – whereby Kate seemed genuinely changed by the sheer charisma of her Petruchio and he in turn seemed humbled by her. The trouble was that my immediate conviction evaporated fairly soon.


I was never invited to play her, and I pity the poor actor who has to find their way through Kate’s last capitulatory speech at the wedding, having put up with Petruchio’s verbal and physical abuse over all the previous scenes. The actor’s responsibility is threefold: to keep the comedy buoyant for some of the audience; appease other members of the audience who don’t want Kate to give in; and then there is a kind of duty to the whole of womankind to persuade them that the play does not defend male bullying and domestic abuse. Impossible!


I have my editor Lennie Goodings to thank for the title of this next piece. At one point I moved it on to The Turn of the Shrew (à la Henry James) but that was probably a pun too far. In any case, I make no apologies for this reclamation of the character. I want to give Kate her turn to say what she really wants to say, not just to the guests at the onstage banquet but also to the audience in the stalls.


The Turning of the Shrew




What! Did you pay to come and laugh at me?


To see a woman scorned, abused and maimed?


Abducted, tortured, starved? Is that a comedy?


Do you delight to see her spirit tamed?


You men, I maybe get it, but you wives!


Whose side are you on, ladies? Don’t you see?


This is the stuff of many women’s lives,


Not limited to brawling broads like me.


Would you prefer to be my sister Bianca,


Who’s always been the pretty goody two-shoes.


You think she’s happy wedded to that wanker?


You think that sweetheart has no anger issues?


Your men don’t give a toss how good or bad you are:


They know that goods and chattels cannot choose.


I’m not the only ‘harridan’ in Padua


Whose husband knows just where to hide a bruise.


Petruchio supposed he could seduce me,


Could break me on his wheel to win a bet,


By mixing cruelty with charm thought to reduce me


To a willing snivelling slaving nervous wreck.


But I who pride myself on bold defiance


Broke plates in answer to his mockery.


Refusing him the gift of my compliance


I had no choice but throw more crockery.


Protected in the crowded theatre pit


You roar with laughter at this slapstick ‘play’,


You join the rabble as they jeer and spit


’Cause baiting Kate keeps your own fears at bay.


You say, ‘She must enjoy it, or she’d run.


She’s got some spunk, she’d never let him win.


His seeming cruelty is all in fun.’


You will not see the truth that I’m all-in.


Then, what relief, what comfort come the wedding!


‘She loved him all along, the truth shines through.


With acquiescent grace she does his bidding.


She smiles, you see? He’s truly tamed the shrew.’


Admit it, ladies, marriage is a farce,


A power game that holy law allows.


Know that your lord and master is an arse


And tie the knot with firmly knitted brows.


At curtain down it’s once more to the breech:


Go to it, wives! – the war this shrew enshrines.


If men believe my last repentant speech,


They haven’t learned to read between the lines.
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GERTRUDE I


Hamlet
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I played Ophelia in 1980 at the Royal Court in Sloane Square, London. Jonathan Pryce was the extraordinary edgy Hamlet and it was directed by Richard Eyre. The brief at the Royal Court at that time was to give new writing the stature of the classics and classic works a contemporary spin. With its secular take on ghosts and notions of heaven, hell and purgatory, and its atmosphere of an oppressive political state, our production fulfilled that brief and was dubbed ‘The Hamlet of the 80s’. It may seem nothing new now, but it was a breakthrough production and a natural progression for me from the political fringe into the ‘legit’ London theatre scene. I was daunted by the starry company I was in (besides Jonathan, there was Jill Bennett playing Gertrude and Michael Elphick as Claudius, and the poet Christopher Logue writing his own speech as the Player King), but I loved playing the part. Ophelia gets to express all her anger and bewilderment, and her broken heart in the outlet that is her ‘mad scene’. Not so poor Gertrude.


Gertrude has no such release when Hamlet harangues her in her chamber and asks how she could possibly love Claudius after having been with his father, whom Hamlet blindly hero-worships. He then tells her that her love for Claudius can’t possibly be sexual because




… at your age


The hey-day in the blood is tame, it’s humble,


And waits upon the judgment:





She just has to sit there and take it. OK, she gnashes and wails a bit, but we never get her defence or her explanation. The audience has been carefully primed to take Hamlet’s side in all things.


Learning that our parents are flawed and allowing them their flaws is part of the process of growing up, but parents continue to be blamed for so much in our lives and mothers are usually less forgiven than fathers. Perhaps it is because, on the whole, fathers are expected to be judgemental and stern, so we worship them for any moments of kindness or attention they bestow on us. Mothers, on the other hand, get a much rougher deal. From our infancy we expect them to feed us and instantly to attend to our every need. If they withdraw from us or hold anything back we wail and scream until we get what we want. While this is necessary when we are helpless infants, it can become a lasting habit to expect this unconditional love and renunciation of the self from our mothers. God forbid they should have a life of their own, least of all a sex life.


Given this context, Hamlet’s attitude to Gertrude seems all too familiar.


Watching this scene from the wings each night, I remember that I longed for Gertrude to answer back and defend herself.


What Gertrude Wanted to Say




Oh Hamlet, if you only understood


Your damnèd dad was anything but good.


He was a viper when he went to school.


At home he rampaged like a shackled bull,


Spoiling for wars that meddled with his mind


And made him more despotic and unkind.


He took his violent rages out on me,


Who sheltered you from all this agony.


So you grew up believing him a saint


And I could never say, ‘A saint he ain’t.’


Admit you rarely saw him. After all,


He oft was busy with some foreign brawl.


Your uncle was my only comforting.


We’d been in love from childhood, but the King


(The old King, your old grandad) and his mare


Insisted that I wed their precious heir.


A marriage of convenience, you see,


But deeply inconvenient for me.


Much more than that, it broke your uncle’s heart


That we were forced to live our lives apart.


And now you tell me of this fratricide;


He told me ‘natural causes’, but he lied.


I see now our unseemly bed was cursed;


I understand you now. So do your worst.


Yet … though I know that what he did was wrong,


Perhaps he hoped the poison was so strong


It painlessly would send the King to sleep,


Leaving no time for counting woolly sheep


But straight knit up the ravelled sleeve of care?


Then we’d be free to wander everywhere


Overtly loving, spend whole days in bed,


Surfeiting those appetites so long unfed.


(You’re wrong to think that sex begins to pall:


The blood at our age has not cooled at all.)


Your father’s ghost torments us even now.


My love for Claud has withered on the bough.


You’ve hurt Ophelia’s feelings and you’ve changed.


I don’t believe you really are deranged,


Just playing for time till everything’s aligned.


But knowing you, you won’t make up your mind


Until the court is poisoned, every one.


Including you, my fallen sparrow son.


But break my heart for Will has held my tongue.
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