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Foreword



I was introduced to Shakespeare and his plays when I was very young. There is nothing exceptional about that; most British schoolchildren are required to read his work as part of their early education. Some find the experience tedious, even traumatic, but I, like so many others, fell in love at first sight. The thrill of that initial meeting has never lessened and Shakespeare has become an indispensable part of my life – and my work, of course.


So this book is principally about him; or, rather, it’s about my time in his company. Writing about our greatest playwright can sometimes be an exhilarating business. But it can also be treacherous. People hold strong opinions about his life and work, love his plays intensely and, in discussion, ideas can harden and tempers fray. To the outside eye, the endless debate might look courteous, but it can be fierce.


I want to talk about the Shakespearean characters that I have played. There was a time, very recently, when discussion of these characters – thinking about them as if they were distinct, individual human beings – was frowned upon. It had once been a very popular approach. It feels, after all, like a natural, instinctive response to Shakespeare’s work. I remember as a schoolboy reading lush and wildly romantic descriptions of his characters by writers from as late as the early twentieth century. At the time, I particularly enjoyed, for instance, a description of Edmund, the evil brother in King Lear, moving through the play like a black panther. I read many other similar, exuberant flights of fancy.


But then, suddenly, this approach became unfashionable. Taste in literary criticism changed; and academics, among others, pointed out that it was almost improper to analyse characters in this way. After all, they are not independent of the poetic form from which they spring. They cannot walk away from our scrutiny and pursue their own lives, as can real, flesh-and-blood human beings.


Since then, the critical consensus has changed again; character analysis is now almost acceptable. Fashion in the world of Shakespeare scholarship is an excitable, inconstant thing. These days, there is a school of Performance Criticism, which looks at the interpretations of individual characters offered by theatre practitioners and judges them to be valid critical comment. Predictably, I welcome this change. It could be argued that it’s impossible for an actor, however mistakenly, not to think of the people he or she is asked to play as less than living, breathing men and women. I confess to being guilty of this. Furthermore, having been asked to write about my experiences of performing Shakespeare’s work, I decided early on that I am not qualified to talk about the playwright in general or any one of his plays in its entirety. I am not an academic or even a genuine amateur specialist. Nor can I discuss convincingly characters that I have not played myself. So, for instance, you will read very few comments here about Othello as a whole or about the title role. Rather, in that instance, I confine myself to Iago, the villain of the piece and the part that I played. It would be presumptuous of me to do otherwise. My knowledge of Shakespeare, though broad enough, has its limitations.


I should also point out that the characters that I write about are my versions of the people that Shakespeare created; and my analyses are circumscribed by the particular nature of the productions in which they appeared. The character sketches that follow are necessarily incomplete. Some may be unrecognisable to my fellow actors.


So my interpretations reflect my individual interests, concerns and prejudices. This is why I have included some more personal reflections too. They may help to clarify the decisions I took. It’s a truism that each reader creates their own Shakespeare. I am aware that certain ideas – the pressures of isolation, the loss of identity, the difficulty of finding redemption, the instinct to let things be, the importance of work – recur in my performances; and this recurrence may have more to do with me than Shakespeare. And there are elements in his writing that trouble me – as they trouble many others. I often ignore them because I find them too difficult to finesse. For instance, it will become evident that I worry sometimes that Shakespeare is unthinkingly conservative – politically and socially. Actually, I find it easy enough to accept his political outlook; so perhaps my discomfort is as much to do with an embarrassment about my own instinctive conservatism as anything else. I think I understand his fear of violent revolution and his suspicion of demagoguery. But his thoughts about social tensions – between the sexes, races and classes – are trickier to deal with.


However, it goes without saying that there are a great many things in his writing that I find limitlessly fascinating and that I tend to focus on, both in performance and, here, as a writer. This is why the Shakespeare I know and have lived with is my Shakespeare. In my head, I have transformed his characters into my characters – often, I acknowledge, gliding over some major difficulties. Each actor creates their own Hamlet, Lear, Macbeth. There is no such thing as a correct or complete portrayal of any of these great figures – however brilliant the performer. After nearly half of a millennium of study, this landscape of shifting sands has become a playground. Perhaps it always has been – even when the writer was alive. The range of interesting interpretative possibilities is vast; and what applies to individual characterisation applies to productions too. I recently saw a performance of As You Like It in which the majority of the cast were over sixty-five years old. It shouldn’t have worked, but it turned out to be an enchanting evening. A play about the difficulties of young love was transformed into something very slightly different – a play about the memory of the difficulties of young love. I think Shakespeare would have been delighted.


This is surely why it’s common for many people – including me – to devote a lifetime of work to this one writer. I know that there are obsessive Jane Austen fans, and readers who can’t get enough of Charles Dickens or James Joyce. But Shakespeare is, I think, uniquely hospitable. Perhaps because in part we know so little of his biography – enough, but not a lot – his work can be approached in a myriad of different ways and without the constraints and complications imposed by a detailed knowledge of the writer’s life. The man himself doesn’t get in the way. There is essentially nothing more than the words he wrote; and that’s quite enough to be getting on with. He also requires, as a playwright, our participation. Most of his work is there to be performed; and it blossoms with our interaction.


Some readers question whether Shakespeare is as great a writer as he is made out to be, whether his status is a construct that results from unthinking elitism and a history of British exceptionalism. These factors may very well be a component of his pre-eminence, but Shakespeare’s writing has retained its grip on readers in a way that other writers, such as Walter Scott or Lord Byron, both lauded in their day, have not. He could not have flourished if he had not been properly great. He responds gleefully to feminist theory, queer theory, environmental concerns, the changing world of identity politics and debates about race. Discussion of his work has recently centred, not on the minutiae of character development or the intricacies of his verse, but on his possible contribution to contemporary political debate and, excitingly, on his interaction with a larger and more diverse company of practitioners. Shakespeare can take it all on and adapt himself thrillingly to every new demand.


As far as I’m concerned, the greater number of risky and exploratory versions of Shakespeare’s plays that we are offered the better. If a particular idea is a disaster, so what? Shakespeare will bounce back as strong as ever. He won’t disappear. And a new approach to his work is often exciting and popular – Baz Luhrmann’s film William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet comes to mind. There are many other examples I could list. I’m aware that my own work has almost invariably been in productions that were at the conservative end of the spectrum and with established national companies. But I am proud of all of them and know that they played their part in the ongoing exploration of Shakespeare’s plays – as surely as other more experimental work. That’s the most important thing – to keep his plays alive. For every individual reader, audience member or practitioner, there is always more to discover.


In the following pages, I mention by name a few of my fellow actors – but only a few. A similar parsimony applies to my naming of the directors, designers, producers, composers and other colleagues that I have worked with over the years. I apologise. I owe all of you, without exception, a huge debt. I must also apologise for the inevitable distortions of my faulty memory. I am sure a few of you will not recognise some of the events as I have described them. I can only say, in the famous words of one of the members of the royal family a couple of years ago, that ‘recollections may vary’. I know you will be kind. Theatre people are often mocked. Some of us are over-praised and others are underrated. We are all assumed to be unusually self-obsessed and yet I know many in other professions who are equally egocentric. I have been surrounded for nearly forty years by many men and women who have been very, very kind. They are also supremely creative, clever and, perhaps above all, fun to be with. One can’t wish for more than that.










1



When I was eight, I was sent away to a boarding school in the centre of London. My father, an army doctor, had just been posted to Singapore. Needless to say, this was a very exciting prospect; although, frankly, the excitement felt rather familiar. We were already, even at this early stage, a well-travelled family. I was born in Malaysia, my twin brothers in Hong Kong. We had recently spent a short time on the coast of Libya. Nowhere – even the UK – felt quite like home. Just before moving to Singapore, we were quartered in a surprisingly large and very ugly flat overlooking the River Thames. It felt grand to be living next to the Tate gallery and within walking distance of Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament, but of course it was a temporary arrangement. We were no more than visitors – even, like other army families, vagabonds.


Before Dad left for the Far East, it was decided that, although most of the family would join him in Singapore, I, the eldest boy, should remain in England. I know my mother found this difficult and so, no doubt, did I; but, in fact, I remember feeling more bemused than upset. One autumn morning, in my grandparents’ freezing home in South Wales, I was told that my father had flown away and that the rest of the family – Mum and four siblings – was due to take a boat down the coast of Africa, across the Indian Ocean and on to our new home. My mother cried as she said goodbye; and I was left in the care of her parents, my beloved Grandad and Grandma Winter. I did not cry. A short time later, I was to write a letter from school in which I described myself as ‘halfway between happy and unhappy’. I was trying to be absolutely accurate.


Despite the confusion that I felt when I finally arrived at my new school, I enjoyed, before that, a couple of very happy months in Wales. The plan hatched by my parents was that I should stay with my grandparents for the length of a school term before travelling down to London. I lived, during that time, in their small, semi-detached house in Newport – a city that has never enjoyed a noticeably sympathetic press, but that I loved. My mother’s family were all teachers. My grandfather worked as an academic engineer – the principal of Newport Technological College, no less – but, in his youth, had flirted with the possibility of becoming an artist. He had a beehive in the garden and produced his own honey. Grandma was a teacher, as was her sister, my great-aunt, Vi, who lived, at this stage of her life, in the same modest home as Grandma and Grandad. Auntie Vi had a rather hairy chin and too few remaining teeth. She ate tinned grapefruit for breakfast and enjoyed the occasional square of very dark, bitter chocolate. My grandmother, was, in my eyes, simply perfect. She tried to teach me my multiplication tables, which I never mastered, and she was determined to tidy up my handwriting, so that it was well-formed and legible. We would share the postcards that Mum sent regularly as she and the family travelled around the globe. A year later, during my first holiday in Singapore, Mum gave me a scrapbook, which was stuffed with mementoes of her epic journey – pictures of unbearably exciting and exotic places such as Durban, Colombo and Calcutta. I still have it, very battered now, and I treasure it. I suspect that it would be the first thing I would try to save if my house burned down.


The scrapbook contains a picture of the boat that carried my family to Singapore. To my adult eyes, it looks tiny and rather frail; but it obviously did its job well enough. My mother and siblings arrived safely in their new home, greeted by my father, who was waiting for them on the quayside. In my child’s mind, I travelled along with them. That was one of Grandma’s skills – the skill of a teacher, I suppose. In that small house, heated intermittently with coal fires, squatting by the mud-choked River Usk, she conjured up for me visions of the spice markets of Sri Lanka and the rubber plantations of Malaysia, the deafening noise of Bombay and the empty expanse of South Africa. She told me, to my delight, that a writer had once described my birthplace – the island of Penang – as ‘the pearl of the orient’. The ship stopped there before the last leg of her voyage.


I celebrated Christmas that year in Wales – and marked too my eighth birthday, which followed soon after. One memorable treat during that festive period was a visit to the local amateur dramatic society to watch my cousin Anne play a leading role in Our Town by Thornton Wilder. I thought she was beautiful; and the play itself, surprisingly perhaps, for a family that didn’t go to the theatre regularly, was mesmerising. I was still rather a novice when it came to live performance. My piano teacher, an elderly lady called Mrs Ritchie, who lived in a tiny flat in Pimlico, London, with her equally musical daughter, Connie, had taken me, a year before, to a performance of Don Giovanni at the Coliseum. I found it tough – Mozart operas, beautiful though they are, do go on a bit – and, while I was thrilled by Mrs Ritchie’s kindness, I was a little bored. I was more excited by the delicious tomato sandwiches she made. The tomatoes were sprinkled with lemon and sugar – an unbeatable combination.


The school in London that had been chosen for me was a choir school. For the next six years, I was to sing every day in St Paul’s Cathedral – as my father had done before me. We had all grown up with stories of his time there – the bomb that fell on the cathedral during the Second World War and that destroyed the high altar; he and his friends playing football on the flat roof of the choir school, where the boys could hear the loud, comforting hum of the telephone exchange nearby; singing for the king and queen as the country celebrated victory. Actually, he and the rest of the choir didn’t spend all of their time in London, since they were evacuated to Truro in the early days of hostilities. The rivalry with the local Cornish boy trebles was apparently undisguised and I sense that my father was relieved when the choir was posted back to London. He told me only recently that just after their return, they were taken up to the dome on VE day to watch the searchlights swinging in triumph over a devastated city.


My mother gave me two presents before she left for Singapore – a small brown plastic record player and an LP of choral music, sung by the choir of St Paul’s. They were a good choice – the record player was portable, for a start – and they also served as a gentle indication, or prediction, that music was to continue to play a fundamentally important part in my life. In fact, it had done so since the day I was born. There was no way I could have avoided this, even if I had wanted to. Dad has sung all his adult life – and sung to a high standard, too. At home, classical music was all around us. My siblings are all musical and know their Bach from their Handel and, if asked, could probably remember some of the Gilbert and Sullivan that Dad performed in his younger days. My twin brothers even appeared on stage with him at the Garrison Theatre in Singapore in a handful of performances of The Mikado. So they know that particular score very well indeed. When we caught a piece of music on the radio, Dad would ask me to guess who wrote it and, if I failed at that, then at least to have a stab at an approximate date of composition and the nationality of the composer. It’s a habit that has been hard to break and I do it even now – although, mercifully for those around me, only in my head. Living abroad for so much of our childhood, we saw very little television – except, every four years, the Olympics, which were compulsory viewing – and our knowledge of popular culture was very limited. We missed all the TV programmes that our friends would talk about back in school; and we were ignorant of any new music that they might be listening to. However, I should mention in passing that my siblings are all good at sport – rugby, competitive swimming, hockey. That set of skills has passed me by.


Unsurprisingly, the musical training offered up at St Paul’s was intensive, demanding and unrelenting. But, as I suspect is often the case with children, many lessons were absorbed without us realising it. I don’t remember learning to sight-read music, but I must have done so at some point. And, since all the choristers had to play the piano and one other instrument and since daily practice was unavoidable, it was expected that we would leave with a pretty high degree of musical skill. In fact, as my headmaster told me in my final year, it was expected that we should all win music scholarships to our senior schools. In his mind, that was the least we could do.


I have never regretted all this. I don’t regret the fact that, for a few hours each day, we were treated as professionals. The pressures of musical life in a major cathedral demanded that. I don’t regret being forced to play the piano – my stumbling career with the oboe is another matter – because piano playing has been a limitless source of pleasure and a therapy all my life. What I do regret, however, is never being quite good or confident enough either as a performer or as a theorist to make full use of the opportunities I was given. I suspect that I do not possess an innate musical talent, although I was superbly trained and can sometimes look and sound convincing. For many years now, I have known and worked with great musicians. At university, for instance, I knew, alongside some fearsome academics, four singers who went on to enjoy major operatic careers and a couple of important composers. One of my close friends became the leader of a professional big band. So I know what the real thing looks like.


When I was in my forties, I decided to teach myself the rules of harmony and counterpoint. This was a feeble attempt, I realise, to wipe out the humiliating memory of the catastrophic grade I took away from my A-level music exams. I got a D. Among the many books I bought about the subject, there was one small hardback that was written early in the last century. Halfway through, having covered the basics, the author announces, rather imperiously I think, that any student who lacks an instinctive understanding and a discerning ear would probably be wasting their time in going any further. As I read, I felt that it was me in particular that he was talking to and that I was being put firmly in my place.


I wonder sometimes whether the musical training I received as a boy was as much to do with the eye as the ear. It’s a particular legacy. The school’s emphasis on sight-reading means that I still ask for any music that I have to perform professionally to be written down rather than putting everyone through the more laborious process of teaching me aurally. The huge amount of music that a cathedral choir has to rehearse and sing on a regular basis means that the ability to pick up a score and perform immediately is as important as skills that depend more on a good ear – such as memorising or improvisation. After all, during rehearsals at school, time was short and precious. When we made a mistake as we sang, we used to raise our right hand, which signalled to the conductor that we recognised our error, would not repeat it and that therefore there was no need to stop and go back to sort out the problem. This behavioural twitch was drilled into us at a very early age and became second nature. I still find myself putting up my hand when I make a mistake in rehearsal, even if now it’s not so much music I’m dealing with but words. And if you watch adult choirs in rehearsal, there will often be hands flying up from singers who went through the same training as I did. Most of them, like me, are probably unaware of what they are doing.


The regime was tough, but it would be wrong to give the impression that it was joyless. After all, the results were often thrilling. There are not many small boys who get the chance to sing Bach’s St Matthew’s Passion and Handel’s Messiah every year; or who join an orchestra – a proper, grown-up orchestra, for goodness’ sake – for a series of Haydn masses used as part of the liturgy during Lent. Very few boys get to sing masterpieces by Monteverdi in front of the lord mayor at the Mansion House in the City of London or join the choirs of Westminster Abbey – our great rival – and the Chapel Royal for a giant annual celebration of music on St Cecilia’s day.


And, of course, there were classes in other subjects than music – other things to study and to think about. Our headmaster, who was predictably stern but genuinely kindly, took the occasional lesson. Sometimes he taught history. I remember a term spent on the action-packed story of the British in India – an odd and uncomfortable idea now. And he taught us about English literature. Every week he would read to the whole school of thirty-eight children – usually adventure stories or Arthurian legend – and, more significantly, he changed the course of my life by introducing me to William Shakespeare.


St Paul’s Cathedral Choir School was housed in a small, concrete building attached to a ruined Christopher Wren tower at the east end of the cathedral. It was very stylish. A plaque by the front door informed visitors that it had won some significant architectural award. The choirboys moved there from the building that Dad had known during the war. The new premises enclosed a large rehearsal space, a small playground (no football on the roof for us), a tiny swimming pool, a chapel and a library. It was in the latter that I first read Shakespeare out loud; and it must have been a memorable moment for me because the details are still clear – where I was sitting, the sun blasting through the large windows and, above all, what I read.


My family was not particularly literary; but my parents always encouraged my reading. By the time I became a teenager and had fallen under the spell of the books that I studied at school, all my time at home was spent devouring any author that I could lay my hands on. I didn’t stop. When we lived in Germany, Dad’s final foreign posting, we used to enjoy long, magical holidays that took us right across the continent. They have become a fundamental component of my family’s mythology. We’d hitch a caravan to the back of the car and drive to southern Italy or northern Spain, spend some time there on a beach and then drive slowly back, stopping off at places that looked interesting. We saw Rome, Florence, Pisa, Venice, Salzburg, Avignon, Paris. When Mum was pregnant with my youngest brother, we spent a swelteringly hot day visiting Pompeii and Vesuvius. And I took my books with me everywhere we went. One year it was all the Brontës, the next Solzhenitsyn. There is a picture of me, lying on the sand in the Amalfi sun, reading, of all things, the latter’s Cancer Ward.


In the years before that, it was C. S. Lewis, of course, and, above all, a writer called Jean Plaidy. She’s largely forgotten now and I think most of her books are out of print; but she wrote a huge number of historical novels, not exactly fictional and definitely not swashbuckling, but rigorously and perhaps rather primly based on fact. There must be thousands of men and women of my age who learned their European history through her writing. The worlds she conjured up were unashamedly romantic, but she didn’t shy away from hinting delicately at more complicated and unpleasant situations. One of her most popular books, Murder Most Royal, dealt in part with accusations of incest that were levelled against Anne Boleyn and her brother. This storyline must have been part of the blurb on the back of the paperback because one day, as I was reading the book in the waiting room of my mother’s surgery, the practice nurse spotted it and rushed into Mum’s room to alert her. My mother apparently looked nonplussed – she was probably rather busy – and then shrugged.


So I was probably ready for my first look at Shakespeare.


On that day in the library, the headmaster asked me to read aloud a speech from Julius Caesar. In those days, this was a very popular play to give young children to study. I can’t think why. Perhaps it was because it contains no overt references to the complexities of love or sex. It may be because the language is easier than many of Shakespeare’s plays and the plot is simple and fast moving; but I would have thought the details of Roman politics would be considered a little dry for young minds. Despite having only a desultory interest in the story of the play, my vanity was tickled by being asked to perform. I was eager to show off, I suppose. But something else happened as I started to read. The speech was a famous one – not that I knew that at the time – about the carnage that was likely after the murder of Julius Caesar. Mark Antony is speaking over the corpse of the dictator, whose body has been punctured multiple times and whose clothes are presumably soaked in his blood. Antony promises to unleash ‘the dogs of war’, a familiar phrase, but still an extraordinary and ignoble image to come across for the first time. His pain and anger, both apparently genuine, compel him to predict a universal bloodbath – a prediction that, of course, turns out to be pretty accurate.


The pictures that Shakespeare paints are terrifying; and so is Antony’s state of mind. He is both fevered and in icy control of his feelings. That contradiction is what this long argument in verse gives us – a tension that is also a sustained display of power. Our headmaster hadn’t told us anything about verse structure – stresses, rhythm, line length and so on. He let the words speak for themselves and, even without instruction, I felt a thrill in my stomach as I spoke, like the low hum of an expensive car. During my career on stage, I have played a few characters that wield great personal and political power – not many, but a few – and the excitement I have felt when those characters swing into full-bodied oratorical life has its roots in that day in the library.


There must have been many other occasions at choir school when we read Shakespeare, but I don’t recall them. At some point, we put on a small production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which I played Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons and the wife of Theseus. My paternal grandmother made my costume. I thought it was beautiful – a dress of ivory silk with a length of gold cloth wrapped around it like a toga. It represented quite an effort on her part. But then there was always something dogged about Grandma Beale. Since my parents were living abroad, she would come every fortnight from Romford in Essex to take me out for tea after evensong. Since this was the only time we were allowed to meet with friends or family and we had to be back at school within two hours, the teas we took, at the Golden Egg round the corner or, later, when I was more grown-up, the Strand Palace Hotel, were mildly stressful. They certainly must have been for Grandma; but she was loyal, loving and dutiful, and she never let me down.


Like any responsible, grown-up actor, I did some research about Hippolyta, of course. I found out that the Amazons were fighters and that each warrior was thought to have cut off a breast in order to make it easier to draw a bow. This was intriguing, if gruesome; but unfortunately it was of little use to me. My Hippolyta was sedate, humourless and irredeemably middle class. She had beautiful hand gestures, though. I was very proud of a half-circle that I traced in the air at the mention of the moon, described as like ‘a silver bow/New-bent in heaven’ at the beginning of the play. And I loved being on stage.


It was a seductive, perhaps, some would say, a dangerous, moment; but at choir school I don’t think I was often the centre of attention. I never sang a solo during my time at St Paul’s; or, rather, I might once have been given the chance to perform a very small passage by myself, but it was a disaster. My voice was not considered good enough and our head of music clearly had doubts about both my musicality and my self-confidence. Curiously, my father was never given a solo either – so perhaps my incompetence was inherited. I did, however, enjoy one moment in the spotlight, although under rather strange circumstances. One Christmas, the BBC World Service decided to record a series of interviews with people who had to work through the holiday period. In the group of those they talked to, they wanted to include a chorister. I presume that, for many listeners, it was intriguing – even mildly inhumane – that we were kept in school over Christmas, although it seemed perfectly normal to us. Since I was the only boy in the school who lived abroad and the programme was being made by the World Service, I was chosen for the interview. I must have been about nine years old.


I was very nervous about the whole thing. My interlocutor was kindly, but my voice shook. I answered accurately and at length. When I was asked to describe a typical day in school, I began to go through every detail of the week, Monday to Sunday, minute by minute, until I had to be stopped. I had only got to Tuesday morning and felt that I had failed to provide all the necessary information. I finished the interview by singing a Christmas carol, but I started too high and had to begin again. The final broadcast was heavily edited.


I didn’t hear the programme at the time it was aired, but a copy was sent to my parents in Singapore. When I arrived for the holidays, Dad proposed that we should listen to it. I was appalled and decided to run away from home. I got a few yards down the drive, but then Mum came out to apologise and take me back to the house. The interview was never mentioned again.


Many years later, when I was working at the National Theatre in London, I received a small parcel at the stage door. Inside was a letter from the producer who had talked to me as a boy. He wrote that he had been tidying his office and had found a unedited copy of my interview. He thought I might like to have it. It was a very kind gesture and I was rather touched by his generosity. I also thought that it would be fascinating to hear how I spoke as a boy. So I found an old machine in the sound department of the theatre and popped in the cassette. I’m sorry to say that it was horrible. I sounded like Princess Elizabeth speaking on the radio during the war. Nothing wrong with that, I suppose, but I found it difficult that my voice was so clipped and so high; and I could clearly hear my nerves. I listened for a couple of minutes and then switched it off. I’ve kept the tape – it’s sitting in a cupboard somewhere – but I have never played it all the way through.


My little sister, Lucy, died while I was still a chorister. She was four years old. She had suffered all her life from a congenital heart defect. This was why the family travelled by boat to Singapore rather than by air. She was always a small child with translucent skin, large eyes and a faintly blue complexion; and she was much loved. Her death was as devastating as might be expected. Ten years after she died, I was being driven by my mother to Swindon station to catch a train. At that time, I was thinking of doing a doctorate at the University of London and my mother asked me to tell her about the subject of my thesis. I replied, without thinking, that I wanted to study how death, and especially the death of children, was portrayed in Victorian literature. After a long and heavy silence, my mother quietly apologised to me for not talking more over the years about Lucy’s death. She had wanted to, she said, but she ‘didn’t have the words’.


A couple of years after Lucy’s death, my youngest brother, Matthew, was born. He never knew Lucy.


Two Malcontents


Cassius


Shakespeare often addresses questions of class and class conflict in his work. But it can sometimes seem that his interest is cursory and superficial. So many of his plays deal principally with kings and queens, generals and statesmen, and he is always exercised by the concerns that weigh down these impressive figures. Working people, especially in the Roman plays and in his great English history cycle, are often portrayed as fickle, violent and stupid. His writing became more nuanced as he got older, perhaps, but in his early work he seems wary of mob rule and mistrustful of political populism. This is why he is considered by many to be a conservative writer, eager to uphold the values of an established order and terrified of the consequences of its dissolution; it is also why I have heard him quoted, approvingly, but out of context, at Tory party conferences. He seems to work well in that environment. Actually it is difficult to argue against his political conservatism. He seems to assume that those in power should remain in power – a king, once anointed, should remain a king – although the value of this principle is a tricky thing for him to argue if the rulers, anointed or otherwise, behave badly. Of course, we will never know what he himself really thought – he’s not that kind of writer – but he does seem to like the company of the rich and famous. Furthermore, although he wrote about the working class, he, unlike some of his contemporaries, doesn’t seem particularly interested in middle-class characters. The Merry Wives of Windsor is an exception, but, charming work though it is, nobody would claim that it is one of his best.


Sometimes, though, when he feels the need to look more closely at issues of class and the exercise of power, he can play a subtler game. Or, rather, he allows his actors to do so. We can, if we wish, refract his writing through the lens of our own contemporary class consciousness. It may result in distortion, but such distortion is an inevitable component of any actor’s interpretation. And, anyway, it’s fun. I sensed this when I was asked to do Julius Caesar three decades after I first read it at school. This is a play that dramatises a famous political assassination, of course. It’s possibly the most famous murder in Western history; and, since the principal victim is a potential tyrant, any telling of the tale has to confront the issue of republicanism. This must have been a sensitive topic in an England where an autocratic ruler was coming to the end of her life and the future – especially since she refused to nominate an heir – looked uncertain. Shakespeare shows a degree of courage in choosing this story; and he wouldn’t be the great writer that he is if he was unwilling to argue the case for a republic (and the necessity, in certain circumstances, of political murder) and to do it with conviction. It is also a play that is intriguingly ambiguous about the motives and characters of the assassins. Simply put, it is impossible to know whether the playwright admires or despises them. Or rather, they are both admirable and despicable, just as Julius Caesar himself is both magnificent and dangerous. There are also significant and subtle differences between the conspirators who are, after all, ostensibly of the same class and would be expected to believe the same things. Such distinctions are not seen so clearly in Shakespeare’s earlier history plays – like Richard III, for instance. In that play, the principal actors all sound similar; and they believe in the same things. Many of them are members of the same family, after all. One senses that they would all behave as ruthlessly as Richard if only they had his wit and speed of thought – and could get away with it.


*


When the director, Deborah Warner, invited me to be in Julius Caesar in 2005, I wasn’t asked to play Mark Antony. I wasn’t to repeat my experience at school, it seemed. Antony went to Ralph Fiennes. Ralph and I had first met years before when we were both at the Royal Shakespeare Company. Even then he was a star – extremely good looking and blessed with an impeccable technique. He also loved and understood the repertoire. He went on to enjoy an astonishing career in film, but he has never lost his interest in the hardest and most demanding writing for the stage – Shakespeare, Ibsen, Shaw, even T. S. Eliot. While Ralph started his time in Stratford playing leading men, I was judged by the same company to be a comic actor. I first heard Ralph’s name when one of the directors, Adrian Noble, decided, after putting me through a long audition process, not to give me an important and serious role – Henry VI – in the massive sequence of early history plays that he was to direct as part of the upcoming season. He had just seen a marvellous young actor at the National Theatre, he said. His name was Ralph Fiennes and the role of Henry was to be given to him. As a consolation, Adrian kindly offered me the chance to do three Restoration fops in a row. My heart sank; but, against all expectations, it proved to be a fascinating year. For a short period, I became a sort of super-specialist in seventeenth-century comedy, which was of little use in later life or, indeed, in my career, but intriguing enough at the time. Ralph triumphed as Henry.


As for Deborah’s production, I was too young for Caesar. Brutus, the chief conspirator and the troubled centre of the play, was not on offer. The director wanted to give me Cassius, Brutus’s principal collaborator. This was surprising. I had some inevitable preconceptions about the character. I understood that he was clever, sly and acid tongued. More significantly, I thought to myself as Deborah talked about the part, wasn’t he supposed to be thin? Caesar describes him as having ‘a lean and hungry look’ and, a little later, expresses a wish that ‘he were fatter’. Given the fact that I am visibly overweight, I worried that people would laugh. Deborah promised that she would ensure that they wouldn’t. The ‘lean and hungry look’ became solely about Cassius’s psychological make-up and had nothing to do with his physical appearance. I don’t quite know how she managed it, but, to her lasting credit, there was no laughter.


Weight is also, as it happens, an issue in Hamlet. As he is fighting his last duel, the dashing young prince is described as fat by his mother – ‘He’s fat and scant of breath’. Hamlet was written in the same year as Julius Caesar. For many years, editors and commentators bent over backwards to argue that Hamlet’s mother could not possibly mean that her son was plump. Hamlet, surely, is slim and athletic (and, since he’s Danish, probably fair-haired). He couldn’t possibly be overweight. When he describes the prince as ‘fat’, Shakespeare must mean ‘sweaty’ or ‘out of condition’. On the other hand, in Julius Caesar, ‘fat’ clearly means ‘fat’. Since only months separate the composition of the two plays, one would think that the word ‘fat’ might mean the same thing in both cases. But for many, this was inconceivable. Things have changed now; Hamlet’s appearance is less of an issue. But it was an issue – albeit a minor one – when I played him. A local newspaper in the West Country headed a review of our production with an elaborate pun: ‘Tubby or not tubby, fat is the question’. It probably wouldn’t be acceptable now, but at least it was clever and the review itself was positive, so I couldn’t object too strongly. Anyway, by that time, I was used to people writing about my weight. An actor’s size and shape are a part of what people see on the stage and maybe I was fair game.


I have an image of Shakespeare watching his leading actor, Richard Burbage, on stage as Hamlet. Burbage has been playing the part on and off for a few years now and the slim young man for whom the playwright wrote Hamlet is approaching middle age and developing a bit of a paunch. During the last scene of the play, when the prince is fighting Laertes and has presumably discarded his doublet and is wearing just the bare minimum, Shakespeare realises that Burbage’s gain in weight is glaringly obvious and has to be acknowledged. So he scribbles the line, ‘He’s fat and scant of breath’, hands it to the actor playing Gertrude and in it goes. Who knows, but perhaps Shakespeare really did work like that?


Deborah Warner wanted to present Julius Caesar as absolutely contemporary. The story of Caesar’s murder never loses its relevance, so this seemed appropriate. The designs for the early scenes in Rome were sleek and monumental – Fascist architecture, in essence. Once the civil war was underway after the murder of Caesar, the stage was stripped bare, revealing pipes and wiring and large expanses of bare concrete. When Anton Lesser, who played Brutus, sat alone in that vast space, dressed in his combat fatigues, he looked like the photographs we had all seen of soldiers fighting the endless, exhausting wars in the Middle East. The designer dressed the senators of Rome in suits. The crowd has an important role in Julius Caesar, and Deborah crammed the stage with a hundred people – some professional actors, others local amateurs. In this, she was following in the footsteps of famous nineteenth-century producers who thrilled London audiences with huge, meticulously researched versions of Julius Caesar – and other Shakespeare plays – which involved very large numbers of people. After a run at the Barbican in London, we were due to tour the show on the continent and couldn’t take with us many of the actors involved in the crowd scenes. So in Paris, Madrid and Luxembourg we used local performers. In Luxembourg, it felt as if half the population of the country had joined us on stage. A couple of assistant directors were employed to deal with the extras, but it was Deborah herself who managed to inspire a fierce loyalty and absolute commitment in all of us – a very impressive achievement.


I had met Deborah long before this, but I didn’t know her well. I first heard of her when I was a student. I was up in Edinburgh performing as part of the annual festival. I was probably in something unwatchable. I can’t remember what exactly – which I’m sure is a good thing. As a young actor, I went to the Edinburgh festival four years in a row. The year that I first became aware of Deborah might have been the same year that I played a pantomime dame in a student show – an experience for both me and the audience that will never, I hope, be repeated. All the theatre practitioners used to gather in the Traverse Theatre bar – just as comedians went to another watering-hole and musicians went somewhere else again. That year, everyone in the student community was talking in hushed voices about a production of King Lear by a new young director who used a text that was uncut and deployed a fiercely brutal aesthetic. I didn’t manage to see the show, but the director’s name – Deborah Warner – stuck in my head. In 1988, during my first season at the Royal Shakespeare Company, I went along to see her version of King John in a tiny theatre called the Other Place in Stratford. The building was essentially a tin hut that was unbearably hot in the summer and freezing cold in the winter. It was in the dog days of July or August when I saw the play and I was very uncomfortable, though probably not as uncomfortable as the actors, who were all wearing big, heavy costumes and, as far as I could see, a lot of fur. However, the production was sensational. I was bowled over by it. Deborah had by then established herself as one of our most important young directors. Along with so much else, she developed a brilliant creative partnership with the equally dazzling actor Fiona Shaw. Not long after my first season in Stratford, I saw Fiona in a performance of Electra directed by Deborah. It was a masterclass in the control of suppressed fury. It was as if Fiona began the play in a frame of mind that most actors achieve only at the end of a long tragic story. She started at an agonising emotional pitch and then climbed still higher. I anticipated that Deborah would ask for the same mental and physical energy in Julius Caesar. I was not disappointed; and she was, to my delight, at her most imaginative and magisterial.


Julius Caesar is the story of very public events – an assassination and the unrest that follows – and it charts the lives of men and women who are used to performing in the public arena. That is why it is always so interesting to see them, as we sometimes do, in private. But, unlike his portraits of some of the other characters in the play, Shakespeare gives us almost no information about Cassius’s private life. An actor has to ferret around for tiny details and make those details count. In contrast, we know that Antony is a party animal with, presumably, a busy sex life; and we know too that Caesar and Brutus are married. We meet their wives and see both couples at home. For all we know (and despite the evidence of history), Cassius might as well be single. We have no idea where he lives or with whom he might sleep. The canvas is left almost blank.


I had to find a place to start. It is always worth registering what other people say about the character one is playing, even if their analysis is untrustworthy; and so it proved in this case. Early in the story, Caesar paints a portrait of Cassius, whom he mistrusts, as secretive, perhaps even a loner. That seemed to be something worth exploring. It also appears that the other characters have as little information about Cassius as the reader or audience member. For a public figure, he seems to be a very private man. The question is why?


When Cassius takes Brutus aside to persuade him to join the conspiracy to kill Caesar, he speaks very, very carefully. It makes for a brilliant, disturbing moment early in the play. This is when I assumed that the skilled manipulator that I had heard about would be most clearly evident. He is, as expected, sharp witted and fast thinking. He certainly talks a great deal. But he seemed to me to be rather needy. He tries too hard. For instance, the stories he tells about his relationship with Caesar, and which are there to make the leader look weak, are as much to do with boosting Cassius’s worth in Brutus’s eyes as anything else. What I read were the words of a man who is tentative, even frightened. He is not sure that he will succeed in convincing Brutus and he would be in great danger if he failed. He knows that he is, to say the least, on shaky ground. This is understandable, since Cassius’s proposals are treasonous. But I wondered if something else was going on. He flatters Brutus shamelessly, reminding his colleague not only of his personal qualities but also of his famous ancestors. Cassius points out that Brutus is a great man and from a great family. Perhaps, I thought, Cassius is neither.


And then Cassius mentions their fathers and how they had both told stories of the great days of old Rome. A whole world opened up. Did Cassius and Brutus know each other as boys? Did they go to the same school? And, most importantly, does Brutus make Cassius feel inadequate because, even if they had enjoyed a similar education, the former was born into the topmost rung of the ruling class and the latter wasn’t? I know that this might look like an inappropriately contemporary reading, but if the answer to this last question was yes, then I had found a motive for Cassius’s behaviour.


I pushed this idea of Cassius as an insecure man as far as it would go. In my mind, he was the scholarship boy who went to a fancy public school and didn’t have an easy time there. Brutus’s family had gone to the same school for generations. I probably went further than the playwright’s words could bear. I acknowledge this. My approach ignored the details of Roman history and Elizabethan society. For instance, many in Shakespeare’s first audiences would have known that the historical Cassius was married to Brutus’s sister and indeed, in the play, Brutus refers to Cassius as ‘brother’. So they were, in a way, related and were, from childhood, part of the same social milieu. But Shakespeare skates over this fact of a familial connection pretty quickly. It doesn’t seem to interest him very much. So I ignored it.


More significantly, I had read too many commentaries on the play that assumed that Cassius is a nasty and unlikeable man. In the same commentaries, Brutus is seen as an honourable dupe, who, in his heart, doesn’t really want to kill Caesar or, at the very least, needs some encouragement. By extension, since Brutus is a fundamentally decent man, the republicanism that Cassius espouses is essentially an absurd and wicked fantasy, and any attempt to establish a republic – especially through violence – is bound to fail. Seen in this light, Julius Caesar should, on balance, remain in power. He may be untrustworthy, but it is probably wise not to rock the boat. The good and the bad are clearly delineated and mutually exclusive. Brutus is good and Cassius is bad. But, I thought, Shakespeare is surely a better writer than that.


When I started out as an actor, I was given a rule of thumb, which has since proved very useful: never take a character’s self-evaluation at face value and, as I have already hinted, always question what others think about him or her, even when what they say might be useful. A good exercise is to write down everything that a character says about themselves and then what others say about them. It can reveal surprising things. Cassius thinks of himself (and others think of him) as Machiavellian; but, although he is a good talker and incisive in debate, he is, despite himself, in awe of Brutus, follows his recommendations too often and consequently makes too many mistakes. The murder of Caesar is, to be honest, a muddle and the fallout is appalling. Politics is an inexact science and Cassius is not light-footed enough to deal with that. He fails spectacularly. And, as for Brutus, his much-praised honour – something of which he himself is very proud – is arguably tarnished very early on, as Mark Antony makes painfully clear.


So, in resisting the idea of the arch-manipulator, my Cassius turned out to be a committed and sincere republican – in public and in private. He never lies about that. He trusts in the idea of a Rome free of Caesar. He loves the old, established principles of Roman government, which he genuinely believes are now under threat. As a result of his upbringing, however, he is also a nervous and unsteady operator.


This combination of sincerity and insecurity reveals itself elsewhere. I discovered that, in scene after scene, Cassius keeps threatening to kill himself. He says that he could not live in a world where Caesar is king. At first glance, this could look like posturing; but I preferred the idea that such thoughts are genuine. Cassius’s behaviour is the result of his passionately held beliefs. He is not, politically, a cynic. He might loathe Caesar as a man, he might resent his behaviour towards him, but it is more important, surely, that, for him, the whole idea of autocracy is abhorrent. This is what makes his last days so moving to watch. The grim knowledge that he has betrayed his own ideals and that the whole honourable enterprise has failed is devastating. Brutus, over his friend’s dead body, calls him ‘The last of all the Romans’ – as Cassius was described by contemporary Roman writers. Brutus also says that ‘It is impossible that ever Rome/ Should breed [his] fellow.’ It is a compliment, I assume; and maybe Brutus, whatever anyone else might think, is right.


The details Shakespeare provides about Cassius’s private life are tiny, almost imperceptible. But they are used to impressive effect. It’s a technique that Shakespeare employed throughout his writing – introducing something that appears to be insignificant but that packs an emotional punch. On the day he dies, Cassius tells us that it is his birthday – with no further comment. This could be simply a statement of fact with no emotional significance; and it is certainly best played that way. But it also feels to me like a man looking back, affectionately and sadly, to his childhood, to the father whom he admired, to his mother and his family, to his life at school. He might even be thinking of Brutus, a man whom he has looked up to since they were boys together and whom he once admired and loved without qualification.


In his last moments, around the time that he mentions his birthday, Cassius describes a colleague as his ‘best friend’. It is not Brutus, as one might expect, but somebody called Titinius, about whom we know next to nothing. Without warning, another private world opens up. Cassius is not a dry stick. Perhaps he is not a natural loner. It appears that he needs people to love, and, in the case of Brutus, to love and respect. In our production of Julius Caesar, Cassius and Titinius, in the moment before their deaths, kissed – not a farewell peck on the cheek, but properly, passionately, like lovers. Again, it might not be what the playwright intended, but it made sense to us.


It is always fascinating and instructive to look at the source material that Shakespeare used for his plays. In the case of Julius Caesar, he read a translation of a Classical text – Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romanes. Plutarch is crisp and sharp in his judgements. He doesn’t seem to trust the motives of the figures he writes about. Shakespeare is more generous. He doesn’t presume to understand the full picture. In omitting certain things that Plutarch mentions – Cassius has a son, for instance, and apparently owned a pride of pet lions – and touching only lightly on others, Shakespeare allows more room for doubt. Into that space, actors, readers and audience can crawl and do their work. That, I suppose, sums up the essential difference between a historian and a great playwright.


Malvolio


Malvolio in Twelfth Night is a man who comes up directly against class prejudice. This is undeniable. In fact, whereas with Julius Caesar, I constructed an argument about class from a small number of clues – and those clues could, in any case, be read in an entirely different way – it is absolutely clear that Malvolio can be seen as fighting against the restrictions imposed on his class. He suffers in part because he insists on acting above his station. Twelfth Night is essentially a story about aristocrats and Malvolio is a domestic servant in a very grand house. Many in the play think he should know and keep to his place. Sir Toby Belch, who loathes Malvolio, says as much. Malvolio is also a prude and a killjoy, but that’s another matter. The point is, when it comes to the final punishment meted out to him, his tormentors – his employers and their friends – think he is asking for it and deserves what he gets; and his punishment is as much to do with his presumption as with his puritanism.


Twelfth Night has been described as Shakespeare’s last romantic comedy. Later in his career, he would write other plays with happy endings – a crude definition of comedy – but these works are either darkly problematic and, indeed, have been called his ‘problem’ plays, or have a magical or supernatural component. This sounds like hair splitting, but Shakespeare’s early comedies are securely grounded in the real world and even extraordinary events can be explained away quite rationally. They are also, if one overlooks the odd bit of unpleasantness, sunny. His later plays are, quite definitely, not sunny. In part because it is a work of Shakespeare’s maturity, Twelfth Night is often thought of as having an autumnal quality, as being almost Chekhovian. To any actor who is asked to play Malvolio, that description can only appear reductive. Autumnal is the last word that comes to mind. Perhaps wintry would be more accurate.


As it happens, there is a rumble of military conflict in the background of Twelfth Night – not a particularly Chekhovian ingredient, even if one takes into account The Three Sisters. One of the characters in Shakespeare’s play has been involved with skirmishes off the coast of Illyria. This is barely explored in the text, although it would be interesting to see a production in which this threat – this shadow in the background – is more clearly acknowledged. Most skate over it, as the writer does. Similarly, Viola, the young woman at the centre of the story, arrives in Illyria after a shipwreck that leaves her stranded, homeless and alone. From a contemporary perspective, she is a refugee – an idea that might be a productive one to explore. It’s worth remembering that Twelfth Night need not be simply – and comfortably – melancholic.


A link with Chekhov was acknowledged by Sam Mendes when he directed the play in 2002. He put it on as part of a final season in the theatre that he had run so triumphantly for ten years – the Donmar Warehouse in London. He decided to cast the same group of actors in both Twelfth Night and Uncle Vanya – a Chekhov masterpiece. Both plays are concerned, among other things, with the pain of unrequited love and with the joy of love discovered and reciprocated. There is a rueful quality about both of them that suited Sam’s gesture of farewell. One night, the last night, as I remember, he invited a host of directors, designers and actors, all of whom had worked at the Donmar over the past decade, to see our version of Twelfth Night. As the cast began to get ready for the show, Sam came to the dressing room to wish us luck and then disappeared to greet his guests. Five minutes later, he rushed back to apologise. The audience would be friendly, he said, of course they would, but among them were many, many actors who had performed the play in the past – a gaggle of great Malvolios, great Violas, great Olivias. Now he was asking us to present our version of the play. He was sorry to put us under that sort of pressure. He was looking sheepish. He could clearly read the terror on our faces and so he quickly left. In fact, it turned out to be a joyous occasion. At the end, we didn’t take a curtain call – it seemed inappropriate somehow – but instead went to sit in the auditorium to listen to Sam and his colleagues say their final goodbyes from the stage. The whole evening was transformed into a celebration of their achievements.


Sam and I had, by this time, done a handful of shows together – all written by Shakespeare. We never used to talk much about the work before we started rehearsals. He would sometimes ring me to let me know about a piece of casting or a design idea, but that was merely a courtesy or a chance to gossip. He was quite happy to make early decisions without my input. On this occasion, though, we did meet for a drink to discuss some thoughts that he had had about Malvolio. There is a very famous scene in Twelfth Night that Shakespeare sets in a garden. Malvolio is a steward and runs the household of a rather imperious lady called Olivia. He is a stickler for correct form and encourages sober behaviour. He is self-important and humourless. However, it is well known by everyone who lives in the house that he is in love with his mistress. A plan is hatched to humiliate him. A letter is written that appears to be from Olivia. In fact, it has been penned by her maid, Maria, who claims, rather improbably, to be able to imitate her mistress’s handwriting. In the letter, the writer declares her love for her steward. The letter is dropped in the garden where Malvolio is sure to find it. He does so and predictably believes every word. And so his downfall begins.


Sam didn’t want to set this scene in a garden. He thought that Malvolio should discover the letter in his bedroom – his private space. It was an idea rich in possibilities. As with Cassius, we know nothing of Malvolio’s background – and, up until this point, nothing of his personal life. But a scene in his bedroom might allow us a glimpse behind the professional mask. So I decided to run with Sam’s idea.


Once the decision to change the location of the scene had been made, the next step was essentially a question of design – principally, the look of Malvolio’s sleeping arrangements. We plumped for a single bed, indicating that, at night, the man expects to be alone. He is probably lonely. The bed had a grim iron bedstead and a single pillow; and the bedclothes were crisp, professionally laundered cotton sheets and itchy woollen blankets, as you might have seen years ago in an English prep school. Perhaps Malvolio has never really grown up. There was nothing else in the room, because he doesn’t own anything else. Perhaps he has no spare money – or is saving for his retirement.


I left that first meeting with Sam after about an hour; and then rushed back almost immediately to the hotel where we had had our conversation. The image of a bedroom had sparked off a whole series of thoughts. I asked Sam, who was still in the bar finishing his drink and paying the bill, whether he thought Malvolio should have a secret vice – a small bottle of vodka under his pillow, perhaps, or a pornographic magazine or, best of all, a paper bag of mint humbugs. Over the course of another hour, all were rejected. Other characters in the play drink heavily, so the vodka didn’t work. Malvolio should remain sober. The pornography wasn’t right, because, for all his many faults, Malvolio is not a sexual hypocrite. The thought of mint humbugs really excited me, but they too were dropped in the end. I rather missed them; although, thinking about it, it might have been impossible to deliver any of Shakespeare’s lines with a large sweet in my mouth.


In the show, Malvolio entered the bedroom and then lay down on the bed to take a nap. A little later, he spotted the letter on the floor, slipped under the door as it were, picked it up and read it. The fact that he was in a private space meant that the way he talked, as he imagined both marrying Olivia and climbing to the top of the social ladder, flaunting his power and exacting his revenge on the likes of Sir Toby Belch, had a rapt, masturbatory quality – appropriate for someone described elsewhere as ‘sick of self-love’. This might not have been so easy or such fun to play in a garden. In this new setting, Malvolio’s dreams could really fly. There was even a suggestion of orgasm. He doesn’t know, poor man, that he is being spied on.


From that point in his story, things got more difficult for me. The first problem arose in the next scene in which Malvolio appears. In the letter, Olivia had asked him to throw off his customary sober uniform and put on more attractive clothes – including, so she specifies, yellow stockings with cross-gartering. She also asked him to smile. This is something that he finds difficult and uncomfortable. Malvolio dresses as he is commanded and then, smiling, appears in front of Olivia. Since she knows nothing of the letter, she is understandably horrified.


Off the top of my head, I can’t think of any other scene in Shakespeare that is quite so reliant for its impact on the clothes that one of the characters wears. If the costumes are Elizabethan or Jacobean it’s easy enough; wearing stockings of various colours was not unusual for men at that time. Presumably, too, crossgartering was not that uncommon. But if the production is set in any other period or style, then things become difficult. The costumes that we wore in our production were beautiful – very simple and elegant and with no reference to any specific period. They liberated the actors and allowed the play to sing. It was a successful and much-admired design. So, in writing this, I am quite emphatically not criticising those directors and designers who eschew period costuming. Over the years, many of Shakespeare’s plays, including Twelfth Night, have been liberated and revivified through a whole, wide range of design ideas. That is not the issue. I just didn’t know what to do with this one scene.


I ended up with a strange combination of clothes that aimed to be sexually provocative. They were also quite clearly an outfit that Malvolio had never worn before. He looked ridiculous – as, of course, he should. But something made me uncomfortable. He is not a stupid man. Gripped by a powerful combination of lust and ambition, he behaves foolishly – we can all agree on that – but I didn’t believe that he would compromise his dignity so comprehensively as my Malvolio did. Indeed, perhaps he should behave even more pompously than he usually does. Perhaps his version of flirtation should be as stiff and clumsy as one might expect from a man who has never before had to employ any techniques of seduction.


Another minor problem that I came up against is the fact that the letter refers to ‘your’ yellow stockings, just as, later, Malvolio refers to ‘my’ yellow stockings. So he has a pair in his wardrobe and has probably worn them on previous occasions. So it can’t be that great a surprise that he later appears in them.


(Many months after the run of our show, I found out that cross-gartering was considered old-fashioned at the time Twelfth Night was written. It occurred to me that the trick played on Malvolio might be that of getting him to dress not only in a style and a colour that Olivia dislikes – her maid tells us that she hates yellow – but also in clothes of a previous generation. In contemporary terms, it would be like someone dressing up in the things that Edward VIII might have worn on the golf course – plus fours, long woollen socks, etc. In other words, Malvolio quite definitely wouldn’t look sexy and, furthermore, Olivia might be reminded of her recently dead father, whom her steward had once served. It would then be no wonder that she is upset. Unfortunately, it’s an idea that probably wouldn’t work on stage. There are too many things that an audience couldn’t be expected to know and would, somehow, have to be told – and, anyway, the scene might become unpleasant rather than amusing. An older man behaving inappropriately to a much younger woman is dodgy enough, without it being heavily emphasised or laced with a whiff of incest. Still, it was an interesting line of thought.)


Many will see my concerns as a case of a workman blaming his tools. And they could be right. I can’t blame my costume for my discomfort. To be frank, I really wasn’t very good in this scene and that had to do with other, more important things. Principally, I made the grave mistake of trying to be funny, burdened by the idea that Malvolio is essentially a comic character, even a clown. But he is more than that. If I had trusted the situation, the risks that Malvolio is taking, the results would have been more convincing. Actors will tell you that comedy works only if the performers believe absolutely in their character’s predicament and do not signal to the audience that laughs are expected. There is a famous story of two actors – a husband-and-wife team – who worked extensively in the West End during the middle years of the last century. They appeared once in a play that required the wife, at one point, to ask for a cup of tea. In the early days of the run, it always seemed to get a laugh. But over time, the laugh died away. The request for the cup of tea was greeted with stony silence. The wife asked her husband for advice. ‘Ask for the cup of tea and not for the laugh,’ he told her.


I’m not sure it’s quite as simple as that, though. The principle of playing the truth of any situation is a good one, of course, and ignoring that was clearly the mistake I made when I played Malvolio; but great comic actors bring something else to their work. It’s difficult to define what that something is. People talk of particular actors having ‘funny bones’. Where those ‘funny bones’ come from is a mystery. Perhaps comics are deeply puzzled by the world around them. Perhaps their sense of the absurd is an attempt to resolve this anxiety. I don’t know. But I do know that two actors can play the same scene with equal skill and sincerity and one will be funny and the other not. Nor has it necessarily anything to do with the quality of the script. It is said that the great comic Tony Hancock could make any line funny when he wanted to. Watch an actor like Mark Addy, for instance – an actor who can also break your heart, as he did in The Full Monty – and, should he wish it, you will see this indefinable comic magic in action.


After the scene with the yellow stockings, the next time we see Malvolio, he has been locked up in a dark cell. In our production, as a further humiliation, he wore a straitjacket. He is visited by another character who pretends to be a priest and who insists that the prisoner has lost his mind. Malvolio fiercely contests this, but he is in such distress that it feels as if he is unsure whether he is mad or not. In effect, he is tortured. This is thought by others in the story to be a just punishment for his presumption, although even Toby Belch worries that things might have gone too far. It is a horrible scene. It is also, in terms of Malvolio’s journey, a big leap. We have come a long way from watching the repressed, puritanical steward trying to seduce his mistress.


It feels to me as if there is something missing. Shouldn’t Shakespeare have written a scene in which, at the height of his pomp and inflated with new social and sexual confidence, Malvolio is told to his face that he has been duped? Shouldn’t we be able to see how he reacts as the full significance of his humiliation hits him? I realise that Shakespeare is dealing with multiple plot lines and has a lot on his plate, but isn’t it important for the audience to see a scene like that?


It’s clear that, sometimes, the things that Shakespeare omits, or at which he only hints, leave a useful space for actors, readers and audience to fill. For instance, halfway through Hamlet, the prince is exiled to England by an exasperated king. He leaves the stage for quite a long time. This may be in order to give the actor playing him a rest. After all, he’s been working very hard up to this point. But there’s something more important going on here. When Hamlet returns, he is a different man. He seems calmer, even more forgiving. He has accepted the inevitability of his own death. But, despite the information Hamlet gives us about his time away, we will never know for certain how or why this transformation has happened.


There is something wonderful about this mystery and the questions that arise in its wake; because, when he returns to the play, Hamlet has, in a sense, shut himself off from the world around him. It seems almost presumptuous to look for answers. Hamlet’s thoughts and feelings are now a very private matter. It is telling that he no longer confides in the audience. There are no further soliloquies. This is not the case with Malvolio. His humiliation and his anguish are there for all to see and I think that we need to know more fully how this situation came to pass and what Malvolio feels about it. In this case, for me, too much is left unsaid.


Malvolio is finally released from his cell. He has lost his job, of course, and has to leave the household. His parting words are explosive. Turning on all those who have destroyed him, he says:




‘I’ll be revenged on the whole pack of you!’





When I played Malvolio, I was asked what form I thought this revenge might take. I’m not sure. I don’t know precisely what a man like Malvolio would do after he has been brought so low. Perhaps he sells his story to the tabloids. As I say, I don’t know. But I do think that it’s a serious threat. Class war has been openly declared. If Malvolio has anything to do with it, other people – and, in particular, all those privileged, self-satisfied people for whom he has worked – will suffer as he has suffered.


Just after he reads the fateful letter, Malvolio says very simply that he is ‘happy’. It’s as if happiness is a new sensation for him, as if he knows that he has never been happy before. For all his self-importance, Malvolio is a vulnerable man and easy prey for Sir Toby and his gang. At the end of the play, it feels probable that he will never be happy again. That, in itself, is a terrible punishment.


It’s difficult to know how Shakespeare’s audience would have reacted to Malvolio’s last moments. Would they have delighted in his promise of revenge? Would they have cheered him on? Or, rather, did they consider his social pretensions to be offensive and therefore his punishment to be just? After all, he is a terrible killjoy and a bore. Of course, there would have been a range of responses, just as with a modern audience; but, since Malvolio’s fate remains unchallenged by anyone else on stage, I have a niggling worry that the playwright himself was probably happy that the established hierarchy remains unchallenged. It’s a minor worry, I know, but it won’t go away.


Sam’s production was beautiful and much admired. After London, we went on to New York with both Twelfth Night and Uncle Vanya. Sam won three Olivier Awards that year – an extraordinary and probably unique achievement – and, one night in Brooklyn, members of the cast presented them to him, one after the other, at the curtain call. It was an evening to remember.


I have seen very few Twelfth Nights on stage; but I have heard stories about individual performances – especially of Malvolio. One of the most famous readings of the part over the last few years was given by Sir Donald Sinden. I got to know Donald a little in the years before he died in 2014 and was on stage when once, during a recital, he gave a stand-alone performance of the famous letter scene. It was shameless – that night Donald improvised a great deal – and it was very, very funny. The audience was spellbound. Aside from his work as an actor, Donald was known as one the best raconteurs in the business and his stories were honed to perfection. Someone told me that, when he prepared a script or even just something to amuse his friends, he used to score, from one to ten, the laughs that he expected to get; and he always got them, just as he had planned. However unlikely this might be, I really want to believe it. Watching him do this must have been like following a great clown, a great craftsman, developing a physical routine – only, this time, with words.


However, his letter scene in Twelfth Night was celebrated for a piece of physical ‘business’. Malvolio, fussy and self-important, was standing in the garden – as is traditional – and was surrounded by trees and box hedges. In front of him was a sundial. Malvolio checked the time on the sundial. He frowned; and then took out a fob watch from his waistcoat pocket. He looked at the watch and frowned again. He then stepped forward and moved the sundial.


This short routine encapsulated perfectly the essential elements of the character. I would have loved to have used it myself, when I played Malvolio; but, of course, many of the audience would have recognised it and known it had been stolen. And, anyway, the scene in our production was no longer set in a garden. Perhaps, many years hence, another actor will be able to revive it. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.
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