
[image: Images]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Images]



For F. Murray Abraham



Acknowledgments

I would like to acknowledge my research assistant, Alice Kenney, and my editor, Nan Graham. As always I am indebted to my literary agents, Glen Hartley and Lynn Chu. I have a particular debt to Glen Hartley, who first suggested this sequence of five brief books on Shakespeare’s personalities.



Author’s Note

In the main I have followed the latest Arden edition, but have repunctuated according to my understanding of the text. In a few places, I have restored Shakespeare’s language, where I judge traditional emendations to be mistaken.



CHAPTER 1


Prelude

I fell in love with Sir John Falstaff when I was a boy of twelve, almost seventy-five years ago. A rather plump and melancholy youth, I turned to him out of need, because I was lonely. Finding myself in him liberated me from a debilitating self-consciousness.

He has never abandoned me for three-quarters of a century and I trust will be with me until the end. The true and perfect image of life abides with him: robustly, unforgettably, forever. He exposes what is counterfeit in me and in all others.

If Socrates had been born in Geoffrey Chaucer’s England and had gone to Eastcheap, a London street, to purchase meat, he might have stopped for ale or sack at the Boar’s Head Tavern. There he would have encountered Falstaff and traded wit and wisdom with him. I have not the skill to portray that imaginary meeting. Only a fusion of Aristophanes and Samuel Beckett could manage it. Decades ago, sharing Fundador with Anthony Burgess on a Manhattan evening in 1972, I suggested he would be able to venture on the task but he demurred.

A lifelong Falstaffian at eighty-six, I have come to believe that if we are to represent Shakespeare by only one play, it ought to be the complete Henry IV, to which I would add Mistress Quickly’s description of the death of Falstaff in act 2, scene 3 of Henry V. I think of this as the Falstaffiad rather than the Henriad, as scholars tend to call it.

Shakespeare never surpassed the alternation between the royal court, the rebels, and Eastcheap in these three plays. The transitions between high and low are so deft they seem invisible.

Is there in all Western literature a portrayal of ambivalence to match Hal/Henry V? In regard to both the King, his father, and to Hotspur, his rival, the Prince is a whirligig of contraries. Toward Falstaff his long gathering ambivalence has turned murderous. Hal’s imagination is haunted by the wishful image of Sir John Falstaff on the gallows. The wretched Bardolph is hanged by his new King and former companion, in Henry V, without regret. Had Falstaff not departed for Arthur’s bosom, Mistress Quickly’s poignant mistake for Abraham’s bosom, he would have dangled by Bardolph’s side.

More than a few scholars of Shakespeare share Hal’s ambivalence toward Falstaff. This no longer surprises me. They are the undead and Falstaff is the everliving. I wonder that the greatest wit in literature should be chastised for his vices since all of them are perfectly open and cheerfully self-acknowledged. Supreme wit is one of the highest cognitive powers. Falstaff is as intelligent as Hamlet. But Hamlet is death’s ambassador while Falstaff is the embassy of life.

The heroic vitalists in literature include Rabelais’ Panurge, Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, and Cervantes’ Sancho Panza. Falstaff reigns over them. John Ruskin taught that the only wealth is life. Sir John Falstaff, the Socrates of Eastcheap, embodies that truth.

What is the essence of Falstaffianism? My late friend and drinking companion Anthony Burgess told me it was freedom from the state. Anthony and I never quite agreed on that though indeed no societal standards ever could abide Falstaff. I recall telling Burgess that for me the essence of Falstaffianism was: do not moralize. Computing Falstaff’s flaws is trivial: he bulges with them. Hal, like his father Bolingbroke, is the essence of hypocrisy. They are Machiavels. Bolingbroke, who becomes Henry IV, is a usurper and a regicide. His nonsensical obsession is that he will expiate the murder of Richard II by leading yet another crusade to capture Jerusalem. He dies indeed in the chamber of his palace called Jerusalem. Hal, when he becomes Henry V, leads a land grab to capture France. A crusade is what one might expect of Prince Hal, who hungers like Hotspur for what both call honor. Falstaff destroys the validity of that appetite in a reply to Hal in act 5, scene 1 in the first part of Henry IV:

Hal: Why, thou owest God a death. [Exit.]

Falstaff: ’Tis not due yet; I would be loath to pay him before his day. What need I be so forward with him that calls not on me? Well, ’tis no matter; honour pricks me on. Yea, but how if honour prick me off when I come on? how then? Can honour set to a leg? No: or an arm? no: or take away the grief of a wound? no. Honour hath no skill in surgery, then? no. What is honour? a word. What is in that word honour? what is that honour? air. A trim reckoning! Who hath it? he that died o’ Wednesday. Doth he feel it? no. Doth he hear it? no. ’Tis insensible, then. Yea, to the dead. But will it not live with the living? no. Why? detraction will not suffer it. Therefore I’ll none of it. Honour is a mere scutcheon: and so ends my catechism.

act 5, scene 1, lines 126–40

If there could be a religion of vitalism this would do very well for its catechism. Falstaff mocks faith, killing the insane notion that we owe God our death. Knowingly he also mocks both Hal and himself. Disreputable and joyous, he speaks to a world that goes from violence to violence.

Falstaff immediately became the most popular of all Shakespearean personalities, and remains so. The audiences at the Globe and the readers who purchased quartos found little to moralize against in Sir John. His being overflows and that excess brings new meanings to our minds. Exuberance in itself is a shadowy virtue and can be dangerous to the self and to others, but in Falstaff it generates more life.

I am weary of being accused of sentimentalizing Falstaff. I once told a benign interviewer:

Remember, there are three great poets whom neither you nor I would want to have lunch or dinner with, or even a drink—François Villon, Christopher Marlowe, and Arthur Rimbaud. At the least they would rob us, at the most they might kill us. Sir John Falstaff wouldn’t kill us, but he would certainly gull us one way or another, and perhaps pick our pockets very adeptly.

In that sense the sublime Falstaff is bad news. Against myself I cite Orson Welles, whose Chimes at Midnight remains a neglected masterpiece. Welles made the film, an adaptation of the Henriad, and played it as tragedy. The film had a supporting cast of brilliant stars including Keith Baxter as Hal, John Gielgud as Henry IV, Jeanne Moreau as Doll Tearsheet, Margaret Rutherford as Mistress Quickly, and Ralph Richardson as the Narrator. Welles called Falstaff a “gloriously life-affirming good man . . . defending a force—the old England—which is going down. What is difficult about Falstaff . . . is that he is the greatest conception of a good man, the most completely good man, in all drama. His faults are so small and he makes tremendous jokes out of little faults. But his goodness is like bread, like wine.”

I may be unique in my total agreement with Orson Welles. Is there anyone else in Henry IV whose goodness is like bread, like wine? They are scurvy politicians like the King and the brilliant Prince Hal and most of the rebels. They are smug thugs like Prince John and high-spirited killing machines like the captivating Hotspur and Douglas. Falstaff’s followers—Bardolph, Nym, the outrageous Pistol—are entertaining rogues, and Mistress Quickly and Doll Tearsheet are better company than the Lord Chief Justice. Justice Shallow is charmingly absurd and his crony Silence augments the irreality.

Falstaff is as bewildering as Hamlet, as infinitely varied as Cleopatra. He can be apprehended but never fully comprehended. There is no end to Falstaff. His matrix is freedom but he dies for love.

Oliver Goldsmith in his “A Reverie at the Boar’s Head Tavern, Eastcheap” is a beacon:

The character of old Falstaff, even with all his faults, gives me more consolation than the most studied efforts of wisdom. I here behold an agreeable old fellow, forgetting age, and showing me the way to be young at sixty-five. Sure I am well able to be as merry, though not so comical as he. Is it not in my power to have, though not so much wit, at least as much vivacity? Age, care, wisdom, reflection, begone! I give you to the winds. Let’s have t’other bottle; here’s to the memory of Shakespeare, Falstaff, and all the merry men of Eastcheap!

Falstaff is possibly closer to seventy-five than sixty-five. Dr. Samuel Johnson, who discovered and fostered Goldsmith, similarly celebrated Falstaff while expressing moral disapproval. Maurice Morgann is the true ancestor of all Falstaffians. His An Essay on the Dramatic Character of Sir John Falstaff, published in 1777, was criticized by Johnson, who facetiously suggested Morgann should next try to prove Iago a good man. The issue was the supposed cowardice of the Fat Knight. It is an accusation first made by Prince Hal, who fiercely needs to persuade Falstaff to confess his cowardice. Why?

Crossing the threshold to the sinuous consciousness of Hal/Henry V, second King of the Lancaster line, we confront the wavering presence of ontology itself, the immanence of Sir John Falstaff. Why did Shakespeare invent Falstaff?

Literary character is always an invention and indebted to prior inventions. Shakespeare invented literary character as we know it. He reformed our expectations for the verbal imitation of personality and the reformation appears to be permanent and uncannily inevitable. The Bible and Homer powerfully render personages yet their characters are mostly unchanging. They age and die within their stories but their modes of being do not develop.

Shakespeare’s personalities do. The representation of character in his plays now seems normative and indeed became the accepted mode almost immediately. Shakespeare’s personalities have little in common with those of Ben Jonson or Christopher Marlowe. Shakespeare’s originality in portraying women and men founds itself upon The Canterbury Tales of Geoffrey Chaucer.

Throughout Shakespeare, vitality transmutes into doom-eagerness. Richard II, the protagonist of the history that begins the Henriad, is a moral masochist whose luxurious self-indulgence in despair augments his overthrow by the usurper Bolingbroke, who thus becomes Henry IV. In the personality of Richard II, Shakespeare prefigures that element in all of us by which we render bad situations even worse through our own hyperbolic language.

Falstaff is different. His zest for life pervades his torrent of language and laughter. Hotspur is the incarnation of doom-eagerness. His mode though is opposite to that of Richard II. His vaunting language assaults the frontiers of what is possible. Hal, his father’s son, distrusts his own vitalism, and yet goes to Falstaff to be confirmed in it. The royal pupil proves unforgiving toward his teacher. Kings have no friends, only followers, and Sir John Falstaff is no man’s follower.

Directors, actors, playgoers, readers need to understand that Falstaff, most magnificent of wits, is tragicomic. Unlike Hotspur and Hal, he is not one of the fools of time. Dr. Johnson said that love was the wisdom of fools, and the folly of the wise. I cannot think of a better description of my hero Sir John Falstaff.



CHAPTER 2


Playing Falstaff

I first performed the role of Falstaff on the evening of October 30, 2000, with the American Repertory Theater in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Robert Brustein, who then headed the ART, played ancient Pistol, Will Lebow did a number of parts including Bardolph, while Thomas Derrah was Hal and Karen MacDonald, Mistress Quickly, and I was Falstaff. The director Karin Coonrod and I prepared a text drawn from the two parts of Henry IV and Mistress Quickly’s lament for Falstaff in act 2, scene 3 of Henry V.

I composed an epilogue to what I had named the Falstaffiad and echoed Shakespeare’s language as best I could:

Nay sure I am not in Hell; I am in Arthur’s bosom. And yet I am but the counterfeit shadow of Sir John Falstaff, since I have not the life of a man. Here there is honor, and no vanity, but no time at all to jest and dally. Water aplenty, but no sherris-sack; there is no blood to warm. My voice is broken, with all this hallowing and singing of anthems.

Where are Bardolph and Pistol and mine Hostess of the Tavern? Where is Doll?

I was old in judgement and understanding, but young enough while I lived, and I offended only the virtuous. Now I want your excellent sherris-sack to illumine my face, which as a beacon again would give warning to all the rest of this little kingdom, man, to arm. Yet I dream; I am in Arthur’s bosom, and so grant me your farewell.

I read the role again at the Yale British Art Center, again directed by Karin Coonrod with the young Michael Stuhlbarg as Hal. I recall also a few scattered enactments as Falstaff for the Shakespeare Society for New York City.

I have seen two magnificent portrayals of Falstaff. The first was the major theatrical experience of my life. On the evenings of May 7 and 8, 1946, I attended the Century Theater in New York City to watch the Old Vic of London put on Henry IV, Part 1 and the next night Part 2. Ralph Richardson, who seems to me the supreme actor of my lifetime, was Falstaff. Laurence Olivier was Hotspur the first evening, and with amazing versatility Justice Shallow the second.

Richardson did not play Falstaff as comedy. The wealth of his interpretation is difficult to convey. A wounded dignity was fused with daemonic energy, deep wisdom, and an even more profound melancholy. Pride was uppermost and necessarily had to be degraded. The effect bordered upon tragedy yet resolutely would not cross all the way into it, as Orson Welles did with his tragedy of Sir John Falstaff.

Were I an actor, I might try to imitate both Richardson and Welles. Their Falstaff was no coward but a realist. He would fight only so long as he saw reason. He was homo ludens who valued the order of play. For him all was fiction save in games. Falstaff is most delighted and delightful when he acts out skits with Hal. On the battlefield he scorns carnage, sensibly wishes he was back at the Boar’s Head Tavern, carries a bottle of sack in his holster, and regards death and dying as bad jests. Who can resist a veteran warrior who has seen through the absurdity of violence and urges us to play instead?

Shakespeare explores the paradox that Falstaff, like Hamlet, seems an actual person placed on stage surrounded by actors. In the presence of Sir John Falstaff even Hal and Hotspur are only shadows. Hamlet is ringed by shadows who waver as Claudius, Gertrude, Ophelia, and are no more substantial than the ghost of the slain father.

To be Falstaff is to assault the frontiers between seeming and being. Falstaff is no everyman, since like Hamlet his cognitive reach is immense. But all of us, whatever our age or gender, participate in him.

Falstaff wants us to love him. Hamlet does not need or want our love. The tragedy of Falstaff stems from his fear of rejection. Who among us does not dread being rejected and cast out by those we love?

The ultimate difficulty in acting Falstaff is that he is too large in every sense to stay within even the ambience of the Henry IV plays. Like Hamlet, he walks off the stage into the realm of our lives. William Hazlitt remarked: “It is we who are Hamlet.” We cannot say that we are Falstaff though when I was younger and less weary I dallied with being Falstaff.

Falstaff brooks no rebuttal. His cascade of language blooms into a glowing radiance. He is the custodian of Shakespeare’s word hoard. Ralph Richardson and Orson Welles in different ways expressed the eloquent extravagances of the Falstaffian modes. Richardson made love to every word, rolling each to its limits. Welles relished the goodness of every phrase, tasting it as if it were bread and wine.

In 1951, in London I saw Anthony Quayle as Falstaff, with Michael Redgrave as Hotspur, Richard Burton as Prince Hal, and Harry Andrews as Henry IV. Quayle was an extraordinary actor but his Falstaff was harsh and one wondered how this could be a useful interpretation. Much better was Paul Rogers, whom I saw in London in May 1955, where the knowing precariousness of Falstaff’s relation to Hal was emphasized.

I saw neither Kevin Kline nor Antony Sher play Sir John on stage but there will be actors playing Falstaff as long as there are humans on Earth. And I go on rereading, teaching, and meditating upon his magnificence.



CHAPTER 3


Beautiful, Laughing, Living Speech

William Butler Yeats gave us the perfect phrase for the way Falstaff speaks:

If one has not fine construction, one has not drama, but if one has not beautiful or powerful and individual speech, one has not literature, or, at any rate, one has not great literature. Rabelais, Villon, Shakespeare, William Blake, would have known one another by their speech. Some of them knew how to construct a story, but all of them had abundant, resonant, beautiful, laughing, living speech.

To place Shakespeare with Rabelais, Villon, Blake is to enter with many of his major personalities into the company of heroic vitalists. When we listen to Falstaff, we are inundated by abundance and resonance and are seduced by the beauty of his laughter and his vitalizing diction.

Begin with act 1, scene 2 of Henry IV, Part 1:

Falstaff: Now, Hal, what time of day is it, lad?

Hal: Thou art so fat-witted, with drinking of old sack and unbuttoning thee after supper and sleeping upon benches after noon, that thou hast forgotten to demand that truly which thou wouldst truly know. What a devil hast thou to do with the time of the day? Unless hours were cups of sack and minutes capons and clocks the tongues of bawds and dials the signs of leaping-houses and the blessed sun himself a fair hot wench in flame-coloured taffeta, I see no reason why thou shouldst be so superfluous to demand the time of the day.

Falstaff: Indeed, you come near me now, Hal; for we that take purses go by the moon and the seven stars, and not by Phoebus, he, ‘that wandering knight so fair.’ And, I prithee, sweet wag, when thou art king, as, God save thy grace,—majesty I should say, for grace thou wilt have none,—

Hal: What, none?

Falstaff: No, by my troth, not so much as will serve to prologue to an egg and butter.

Hal: Well, how then? come, roundly, roundly.

Falstaff: Marry, then, sweet wag, when thou art king, let not us that are squires of the night’s body be called thieves of the day’s beauty: let us be Diana’s foresters, gentlemen of the shade, minions of the moon; and let men say we be men of good government, being governed, as the sea is, by our noble and chaste mistress the moon, under whose countenance we steal.

Hal: Thou sayest well, and it holds well too; for the fortune of us that are the moon’s men doth ebb and flow like the sea, being governed, as the sea is, by the moon. As, for proof, now: a purse of gold most resolutely snatched on Monday night and most dissolutely spent on Tuesday morning; got with swearing ‘Lay by’ and spent with crying ‘Bring in;’ now in as low an ebb as the foot of the ladder and by and by in as high a flow as the ridge of the gallows.

act 1, scene 2, lines 1–37

Hal and Falstaff enter from opposite sides of the stage with Sir John rubbing his eyes as he emerges from the heavy sleep of much sack (a rawer version of what we now call a heavy oloroso). In Falstaff’s presence others emulate him, including Hal, speaking prose in his style and cadence. Not only witty in himself but the cause of wit in other men, Falstaff contaminates the language of any speaker much in his presence.

Sir John’s amiable question, “Now, Hal, what time of day is it?” is answered by a torrent of vehemence clearly learned from Falstaff’s own instruction. I wince at Hal’s high-spirited rancor but forgive him for the brilliance of his delicious vision of the blessed sun as a fair hot wench in flame-colored taffeta. Even at eighty-six I kindle at the thought of a comely wench in a bright red silk dress. Falstaff recovers instantly with his audacious request that in the reign of Henry V, highwaymen like himself will be gentlemen of the shade governed by the moon under whose countenance they steal.
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