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FOREWORD


Who Else Is There?


In my long career as a teacher, I have found that students, interviewers, and fellow readers keep asking me, “Why Shakespeare?” It seems a question as necessary to ask as it is impossible to answer, unless you respond, “Who else is there? Who but Shakespeare has influenced so many creative intellects?” The genealogy includes Milton, Austen, Dickens, Keats, and Emily Dickinson, and many of the strongest writers of our own generation. Who besides Shakespeare has perfected expressions of experience, and broadened and defined the horizons of human possibility? He has given us, through thirty-seven plays, 154 sonnets, and four longer poems, a secular religion.


His is the most capacious of consciousnesses. He comprehends and apprehends realities that are available to us but beyond our ken until he manifests them.


If you run any mode of criticism, whether historicism—old or new—or analytical, through Shakespeare, you find it is Shakespeare who illuminates your mode of thinking and not the other way around. His is an electrical field. Anything entering it will light up, but Shakespeare powers the illumination.


There is no God but God, and his name is William Shakespeare. Yahweh is not God. William Shakespeare is God. Heinrich Heine said, “There is a God, and his name is Aristophanes.” On Heine’s model, I again remark: there is a God, there is no God but God, and his name is William Shakespeare.


Shakespeare did not set out to create a religion, or to define us. We can never know his motives—presumably to fill seats, write good parts for his actors, stay out of the sight of Walsingham, Elizabeth’s Chief of the Secret Service, and so avoid the fate of Thomas Kyd, who was tortured, and Christopher Marlowe, who was stabbed to death. In the plays, we find traces of Shakespeare’s evolution as an artist. He swerves from the influence of Ovid, Chaucer, and Marlowe, and discovers that the only opponent worthy of agon is the writer of his own earlier plays. Not Shakespeare as man, but Shakespeare as playwright was the source of his own continued artistic struggle to break free of self-overdetermination.


Paul Valéry, great theoretician of influence, said we must learn to speak of the influence of a mind upon itself, a very rich insight which I have adapted to my own understanding of Shakespeare. After a large book on Shakespeare called The Invention of the Human and a shorter one devoted to Hamlet called Poem Unlimited, I explored the influence of Shakespeare’s mind upon itself in The Anatomy of Influence, which provides some radically new readings of the elliptical qualities in Hamlet, in The Tempest, and of Edgar in King Lear. The only significant influence on Shakespeare, in the end, was Shakespeare himself. Increasingly in his work, what he leaves out becomes much more important than what he puts in, and so he takes literature beyond its limits. He transforms himself, a victory for art, and yet his own position as poet and as self-precursor resulted in an internalization of the conflict and an unresolvable ambivalence.


The result is a panoply of characters who possess inner lives so very intricate that, although they are finite on the page, to us they nevertheless remain infinite in faculty and endless to meditation. The more elliptical the renderings, the more complex, illusory, and transformative the result. Shakespeare invented the depiction of inwardness in imaginative fiction, and with these characters he shows us how to overhear ourselves think and, by so doing, become richer, more complex, and more sensitive human beings. We learn about ourselves in these plays, and at the same time we enter their worlds to overcome our loneliness. These are our friends, our lovers, our enemies, our parents, our children, and the characters we encounter only briefly in the course of our daily lives.


Ralph Waldo Emerson said that Shakespeare wrote the text of modern life, which means that we are all of us, each in turn, a kind of amalgam of various Shakespearean roles, though I would prefer to call them people. Shakespeare is people, and I write about them not only as roles to be performed, but as more real than you and I. If this is an eccentricity, at least it is a useful one for many actors, and for readers who look to literature for more than confirmation of their own critical agendas.


Old Bloom likes to identify with Sir John Falstaff, but another part of him secretly and inwardly identifies with the Black Prince of Denmark, and another part, rather yearningly, doesn’t identify with, but wishes he were on warm terms with, Cleopatra of Egypt. Many years ago, in London, I saw a production of Macbeth with Michael Redgrave as the hero, and the marvelously fierce, sexually intense actress Ann Todd playing Lady Macbeth. When she cried out “Unsex me here!” Miss Todd grabbed herself in the crucial area and doubled over. Many men in the audience were highly activated.


My favorite fantasy is that Falstaff did not allow himself to be done in by his murderous adopted son, the dreadful Prince Hal, and instead Shakespeare let him wander off to the Forest of Arden. There he sat on one end of a log, with the beautiful Rosalind on the other, and the two matched wits. Orson Welles had a fantasy in which he remarked that Hamlet did not go back to Elsinore but voyaged on to England, where he eliminated poor Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, stayed on, grew old and fat, and became Sir John Falstaff. Welles played a splendid Falstaff in the movie Chimes at Midnight, with Jeanne Moreau as Mistress Quickly.


We are used to characters breaking loose from Shakespeare. You cannot confine these figures to their own plays. They become instances of what was said of Spenser’s Faerie Queene by Gabriel Harvey: that Hobgoblin had run off with the garland of Apollo. Shakespeare kills off Mercutio, since otherwise who would pay attention to Romeo? Juliet is marvelous enough, so people would keep admiring her. It became a choice between Mercutio and the play, and Mercutio had to go. In the same way, what can you do with Falstaff? He is larger than the play. He is life itself. Shakespeare may not have intended Sir John to turn into this comprehensive vision of immanence, but his is the outstanding instance of the real presence in all literature. He appears again in the beautiful Cockney prose elegy of Mistress Quickly in Henry V, but that isn’t Sir John anymore. The impostor in the unforgivable play The Merry Wives of Windsor is not Falstaff either. It is in Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2 that he triumphs.


My book Hamlet: Poem Unlimited shows the Prince escaping from Shakespeare and writing his own play. He loathes the story that is unworthy of a majestic and marvelous mind. Shakespeare and Hamlet fight it out in the play. That sounds like Bloomian fantasy, but the more deeply you absorb Hamlet, the more you realize that the Prince has cut loose from Shakespeare. I can understand anyone not much liking Hamlet. I remember a conversation with the learned scholar Alastair Fowler in which he said to me that it wasn’t right to call Hamlet a hero-villain, for he is rather a villain outright. Hamlet is responsible for eight deaths, including his own. He destroys everyone in the play who has a speaking part, with the exceptions of Horatio, the fop Osric, and the dunderhead Fortinbras, who marches in with his army at the close—and so pragmatically Hamlet is very bad news indeed.


And yet he raises for Shakespeare, for me, and for you, a problem that we can’t, I think, escape. One of the strangest ideas in Freud, expressed in his letters and by anecdotes concerning him, is the belief that great souls who are able to sustain a thorough psychoanalysis can emancipate their own thinking from its sexual past. When Freud is at his most reductive, he is sometimes strongest. It is the very small child’s immense curiosity about gender difference that is the origin of thinking in every one of us, and almost all of us never transcend this. Thought never does get emancipated from its sexual past, and so we are caught in an endless moody brooding. Hamlet escapes, and I do not know whether that is his triumph or Shakespeare’s. Hamlet has freed thinking from its sexual past. He does not know, we do not know, and perhaps Shakespeare does not know, when the actual sexual relationship began between Gertrude and Claudius. This leaves the unnerving possibility that Hamlet is the natural son of his uncle. If you protest how unlike he is from Claudius, reflect that he scarcely resembles that great basher of heads in battle, his putative father King Hamlet.


In Hamlet, and perhaps also throughout his canon, Shakespeare seems to have liberated his own thinking from its sexual past. He produces the uncanny detachment of the Sonnets. They are a different mode than the plays, for they do not invent human beings. Lyric rather than dramatic, the narrative they offer is dangerous if employed to reveal the historical man. The poet of the Sonnets is Shakespeare, and yet he is also outside Shakespeare, revealing and concealing himself. Sonnets 1 through 126 possess a distanced erotic intensity, and the Sonnets from 127 on show an indisputable and heated erotic rancidity, although both the earlier poems concerning the fair young man and the later poems dealing with the dark lady are unified by their ironic stance. Shakespeare is so advanced in irony that we never will catch up. There is but one Sonnet in the sequence which is beyond irony, and that is 129, “Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame,” which affrights us but will not let us go. Here, perhaps nowhere else, the force of Shakespeare’s sentiment becomes just as strong as his craft. He is one with the Sonnet’s speaker, momentarily and deliberately giving in to madness as perhaps the last defense there ever can be against the lure of that perilous imbalance. There may be elements of Shakespeare himself in Hamlet and in Falstaff, and perhaps traces of the same rancidity in the later plays, most notably in Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida, but in those dramatic instances the craft outlasts the sentiment.


Such rancidity is different from Shakespeare’s negations, which culminate in the high tragedies. At their strongest, as in Iago, Shakespeare’s grand negations are figures in a negative poetics which is a kind of dramatic negative theology. Iago is the incarnation of the spirit of modern war, which is his religion. Even Shakespeare surpasses himself, since, after he composes Othello, in the next fourteen consecutive months he goes on to write and revise King Lear, Macbeth, and Antony and Cleopatra. Had one the privilege of having a drink with Shakespeare in a tavern, no doubt in salacious company, insofar as either of us could disengage our attention from our associates and the spirits, I suppose I would have asked him: Am I right in believing that after the high tragedies that culminate in King Lear and Macbeth, and then modulate magnificently into Antony and Cleopatra, it had all cost you too much?




Susannah Carson
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INTRODUCTION


The Tygers Hart


We live in Shakespeare’s world, which is to say that we live in a literary, theatrical, cultural, and even psychological world fine-tuned for us by Shakespeare. Had he never lived, we would have bumbled along well enough, but he did live, and he did write, and those works were printed, and read, and performed, and passed on, and read some more, and performed some more, and emulated, and assimilated, and quoted, and so on. So that now, four hundred years later, we continue to read and perform and emulate his work so thoroughly and so passionately that it’s difficult to conceive who we would be—as a culture, as ourselves—had Shakespeare never existed.


Shakespeare is the most widely read author in English; his Complete Works are second in popularity only to the Bible. In the United States, 90 percent of secondary school students read Shakespeare; 100 percent read him in Britain. But even before we come across the texts themselves, somehow we have already been infused with the themes of his thought and even snippets of his language. One is reminded of the young student who, upon seeing his first production of Hamlet, reported that he liked it well enough but that it was full of clichés: an apocryphal story, or does it happen all the time? Shakespeare is in many ways so near to us that his words have already found their way into our hearts and heads.


In other ways, however, Shakespeare remains distant—a shadowy figure who wore ruffs and tights and wrote with a quill. The four hundred years separating us from him have taken their toll, and so it often seems that either we have to imagine our way back to him or we have to help him find his way forward to us. In addition to the time jump, Shakespeare keeps his distance through a variety of literary and biographical puzzles. His language is often impenetrable, for his vocabulary is abstruse or forgotten or invented; his syntax is sometimes contorted out of sense by verse; and his word games—such as the tongue twister and brain twister “Light seeking light doth light of light beguile”—can make our heads spin. Furthermore, Shakespeare couldn’t turn a plot for a bedtime story, and so he stole his plots, tinkered with them a bit, and then left them some mixture of lopsided, implausible, clichéd, unresolved, and (if historical) inaccurate. And then, to make matters even worse, we don’t even know how much of Shakespeare was indeed Shakespeare. Whether one thinks the great Authorship Question is nonsensical or worthy of serious consideration, it has contributed significantly to the aura of magic and mystery surrounding the poems and plays.


Despite all these complexities, when we finally relax into Shakespeare’s language we find those thoughts—rich and resonant, well-known and new—that help us make sense of our human condition. And when we slide into his stories we lose track of events and fall in with the motley crowd of impish heroines, rakish heroes, mischievous rogues, harrowing villains, ominous ghosts, star-crossed lovers, and brilliant fools. These are fresh acquaintances, but they double as those familiar figures we have met on this other side of fiction. More familiar still, we can often recognize in Shakespeare’s characters aspects of our own selves.


The goal of this collection of essays is to reacquaint readers with the Shakespeare they already love and to help them get to know that other, trickier Shakespeare too. The essays cover a broad range of experiences (reading, performing, adapting, interpreting), and the essayists offer a wide variety of professional backgrounds (actors, directors, scholars, poets, novelists, graphic novelists, and even one naturalist-explorer). I’ve attempted to bring together as many perspectives as possible, not in order to be exhaustive—indeed, with Shakespeare, one can never be exhaustive—but to celebrate the many different approaches to appreciating Shakespeare that are possible. There is no definitive response to Shakespeare, but rather a multitude of questions, anecdotes, observations, theories, attempts, and hopes. Together, they constitute a joyful and endless conversation. This book is part of the larger cultural exchange occurring right now, which extends to epistolary exchanges between old acquaintances, coffee-table talk, seminar discussions, conference panels, film production meetings, discussions between directors and actors on the staging of difficult scenes, and—perhaps my favorite instance—those warm debates friends engage in as they file out of theaters.


This book is also part of a broader historical conversation that goes back to the very beginning—starting with Shakespeare’s first critic, Robert Greene, who referred to him in 1592 as having “a Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde”—and no doubt this conversation about Shakespeare will be with the human race all the way until an end we cannot now predict. I do not think that is overstating the matter: there is indeed something fearsome and formidable about that scope, and yet we should not feel overwhelmed, as we should not feel overwhelmed by the idea of genius, since it all comes down to an immediate response, a joy, a sharing, a love, a sudden finding of ourselves—and all of that is tethered by what is, at heart, nothing more than words. That scope is as large as it is small. “O! For a muse of fire.” “Out, damned spot.” “Do we not bleed?” “His nose was as sharp as a pen.” “O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I.” “Juliet is the sun.” “Put out the light, and then put out the light.” “A world-without-end bargain.” “What country, friends, is this?” “The island is full of noises.” “Let me not be mad.” “I am content.”


Together, the new Shakespeareans represented in this book will help readers close the four-hundred-year gap by finding the rhythms of a language that is both familiar and foreign, as well as by discovering the relevance of stories that are both legends and realities.


* * *


Most of us, for better or worse, first encounter Shakespeare in the classroom. We are assigned Romeo and Juliet or Macbeth, for instance, and then perhaps we grumble and go home and put off the reading until the very last moment, and then read through the requisite scenes as quickly as we can to make the process of imbibing essential culture as painless as possible. That the initiation of an adolescent to Shakespeare should be conducted in such a rude and unpalatable manner is a great loss.


If Shakespeare must first be encountered read, then it is a shame that the reading should be so dry. Reading can be just as exciting as attending a stage play or a film when undertaken by a reader with an active imagination. With your own powers of invention you can imagine Shakespeare just how you want him, and so he can become, in that way, entirely yours and yours alone. You can have your own Hamlet, your own Twelfth Night, your own Henry IV. You can be the director, and the lead actor, and the other actors too, as well as the scenery, and the costumes, and the lighting, and the audience. It is self-indulgent, never mind solipsistic, but it is entirely possible, and can be not only quite sufficient but hugely thrilling.


Reading Shakespeare affects how we live our lives in the broadest sense and, if we are writers too, then it can also affect how we write. In recent years, novels have helped us close the distance between ourselves and that distant Shakespeare. These contemporary works include Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (inspired by King Lear), Alan Gordon’s Fools’ Guild series (inspired by the fools in Shakespeare, especially Feste from Twelfth Night), Eleanor Brown’s The Weird Sisters (inspired by all of Shakespeare), and Jess Winfield’s My Name Is Will: A Novel of Sex, Drugs, and Shakespeare (inspired by Shakespeare’s life). How can novelists such as these, writing directly in line with Shakespeare, find the space for their own voices and inventions? Does Shakespeare haunt writers like the ghost of the old King Hamlet, or does he work a strange magic which allows them to float into the deep imaginative realms of Bottom’s dream?


The issue is not limited to those works that wear their Shakespearean influence on their sleeves. In addition to novels in which versions of Shakespearean characters walk the pages, there exist works in which Shakespeare’s presence can be felt like a shadow in between the lines. Throughout the Western canon, and even on the borders, Shakespeare’s influence is pervasive: to trace it in novels, plays, and poems would be to give the greater part of the history of literature. What is it like to be a modern nonwhite and/or non-Protestant-or-Catholic and/or female author writing in the tradition of the quintessential dead white male? What’s it like to try to find a place in the English language to create, for instance, a Chinese-American novel, as has Maxine Hong Kingston? How does growing up in Chile and pasting drawings of Shakespeare onto matchsticks to help envision his plays influence the writing life of a novelist such as Isabel Allende? Is the situation any different when one is working from within the same tradition to carve out space for one’s own fictional worlds, as Dame Margaret Drabble and Joyce Carol Oates have done in their novels? In their essays, these novelists reveal, in various modes and through various themes, those elements of Shakespeare they have taken in, made their own, and accepted as influence, even as they have risen above the influences to find the sound of their own distinguished literary voices.


The novel seems like a traditional genre, and yet it was a new, still unproven literary form when Shakespeare was writing (Cervantes, often credited with the first “modern novel,” Don Quixote, died close to the same day in the same month of April 1616). What, then, about those literary forms that are new today? Has Shakespeare suffered from the rise of comic books and graphic novels, or has he been able to reinvent himself as something like an illustrated superhero? This is a medium which, like the theater, unites language and imagery to create something greater than the sum of its parts. But aren’t comics just kid stuff, written by grown-up kids? Hardly. In this collection, some of the most celebrated, award-winning, well-read, literary—and, yes, playful—creators in the comics industry reflect on the influence of Shakespeare in their own lives: Bill Willingham, author of the literary comic book series Fables; Matt Sturges, author of Jack of Fables and House of Mystery; Peter David, prolific novelist, screenwriter, and author of Marvel 1602: The Fantastick Four, which features Shakespeare as a character; and Conor McCreery, author of the series Kill Shakespeare, which weaves many of Shakespeare’s stories together into one riveting world.


Poetry, on the more traditional side, seems to be more elite than popular these days—and yet poetry was Shakespeare’s own literary form, in the Sonnets and his longer poems, as well as in the plays themselves, which are extended dramatic poems. J. D. McClatchy, poet, professor, and editor of The Yale Review, writes on Shakespeare’s poetic influence.


The best literary criticism is an art in its own right. The scholars and philosophers whose essays appear in this collection have chosen to address a wide variety of topics. Angus Fletcher writes on how Shakespeare brought subtleties and harmonies to his language, resulting in a new music of meaning. In an essay on The Merchant of Venice, the philosopher Stanley Cavell reflects on the nature of justice, drawing from his own personal encounters with prejudice. The Oxford professor Richard Scholar reflects on what free-thinking and democracy mean in Julius Caesar as a way to get at what they mean in the world of politics today. By means of a close reading of springtime imagery throughout the plays, Germaine Greer comes to the conclusion that Shakespeare spent every Lent with his family in Warwickshire, where he accomplished so much of the writing which, it has been claimed by some, was too extensive for one man to produce.


Just as there is no single way to read Shakespeare, there is no single way to either write about him or write through his influence: as these essays show, the inspirational possibilities of Shakespeare as a written text are infinite.


* * *


Perhaps the most important circumstance to keep in mind when reading Shakespeare is that he wrote for the stage. Unlike the works of authors such as Milton or Dickens, Shakespeare’s works can be considered not only in the black and white of the printed page but also in what John Gielgud once called “the pasteboard glitter of the theatre.” When we watch Shakespeare as spectators, we can enjoy the dual-level experience of a deeply personal, individual response, on the one hand, and on the other a communal audience alchemy. We are alone, and we are also part of something larger than ourselves. Watching a performance or film doesn’t confuse the two experiences and lessen them, but rather heightens the enjoyment of both.


A different set of questions arises, therefore, as soon as we consider Shakespeare not just as flat on paper, but in that magical, moving pop-up book of the theater, for those printed words, stamped so distinctly in black and white, have inspired countless staged productions and films. We can imagine our own Shakespeare come to life, true, but the one thing we cannot do for ourselves is imagine all those other possible Shakespeares, all those other interpretations which are beyond our ken. Encountering these other visions expands the limits not only of our own imagination, but also of our ability to respond to and fully inhabit the human condition. Those involved in the staging and filming of Shakespeare—actors, directors, playwrights, screenwriters, voice instructors—have a particular relationship to Shakespeare, since they are actively involved in making his work a living experience. How do they tap into this vital force both personally and professionally? How do they draw from it different sounds and colors? And how do they communicate this, their privileged sense of Shakespeare’s energy, to their audiences time and again, across an infinite combination of plays, characters, productions, and performances?


Some of these essays address single plays, of which Othello has proven one of the most compelling. What’s it like to be the first black man to play Othello at the Globe Theatre? That would be Eamonn Walker, a pioneer in the role in 2007. What is it like to be a part of a production that is both Othello itself and an Indian rewriting of Othello? The legendary actor, director, and instructor Barry John writes of his experiences as a white ex-pat in India, in Othello: A Play in Black and White. And how do one’s experiences of Othello change, after revisiting the great work over the course of a career spanning no less than seven productions? The great James Earl Jones reflects on his past incarnations and conveys his current thoughts on how to re invest Othello with the status of tragic hero.


Othello, it would seem, has a strong resonance with modern audiences. The same is true of The Merchant of Venice. I’ve mentioned Stanley Cavell’s piece on justice in The Merchant. In his essay, F. Murray Abraham reflects on the manner in which he was able to portray Shylock as the sympathetic cornerstone of the play. Hamlet, the greatest work in Western literature, is correspondingly one of the most discussed plays in the collection.


Some of the essays reflect a lifetime of living with Shakespeare. Having performed in both romances, such as The Taming of the Shrew, As You Like It, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and tragedies, such as King Lear, Titus Andronicus, and Coriolanus, Brian Cox traces Shakespeare’s pragmatic relationship with social order. Sir Antony Sher reflects on a life of performing Shakespeare’s greatest heroes and villains, including Richard III, Leontes, Macbeth, and Iago—and that other masterpiece of a character who is neither hero nor villain, Lear’s Fool. For us, Sir Antony is one of the quintessential Shakespearean actors, but in this essay he reflects on his unliterary upbringing—“To paraphrase Hamlet, the Shers’ motto could well have been, ‘What’s Shakespeare to us, or we to Shakespeare?’ ”—and the decades-long process of learning to feel comfortable in Shakespeare’s language, having been born a South African of Jewish descent.


What is it like to be a female actor playing roles originally written for cross-dressing boys? What does Shakespeare tell us about how to be the heroines of our own lives in this modern world? Dame Harriet Walter reflects on her experiences embodying Shakespeare’s greatest heroines, from Cleopatra to Viola to Juliet. “In all but a few cases,” she writes, “I found myself as a character in competition with a man for the love of the hero.” Eve Best reflects on her experiences playing Lady Macbeth and Beatrice at the Globe—two characters who seem polar opposites, but who share a similar strength.


Sir Ben Kingsley writes on the fundamental importance of encouraging younger generations to rise to the challenge of Shakespeare, insisting that “of course it’s relevant. It’s us. It’s the birth of the greatness of our language.” His colleague, the legendary Royal Shakespeare Company voice director Cicely Berry, reflects on her experience directing King Lear in a production which provoked a radical shift in the way the plays were then brought to life: through an awareness of how Shakespeare creates character not just with the meaning of words, but also with their very sounds. Camille Paglia, social critic and professor at the University of the Arts, writes about her years of teaching Shakespeare to young American actors, for whom, unlike for British actors, “he is an import, trailing arty clouds of glory.” She encourages a deep engagement with the plays, encompassing the particularities of Shakespeare’s language and the grandeur of his themes.


In addition to being a master craftsman, Shakespeare was a popular writer whose primary goal was to delight his audiences. How can Shakespeare’s sense of humor be updated to produce the same giggles and guffaws? In this tradition is the Reduced Shakespeare Company’s The Complete Works of William Shakespeare (abridged). In his essay, the company’s cofounder Jess Winfield writes of adapting The Complete Works to suit the humor of different venues around the world during different times, using Shakespeare’s sacred status as prime material for comedy. The members of the celebrated Fiasco Theater company reveal how they transformed Cymbeline, often considered a “problem play,” into a riotously funny New York production. Karin Coonrod, Yale professor and director of a Public Theater production of Love’s Labor’s Lost (sic.) writes about helping modern audiences understand the light-hearted romantic banter of this linguistically complex play. The artistic director of the Globe Theatre, Dominic Dromgoole, writes of the specifically linguistic challenges—and opportunities—involved in staging Love’s Labour’s Lost and Henry V.


Having played Hamlet as well as Edgar in King Lear, Tobias Menzies writes about accessing these characters, both of whom adopt a form of madness, in a way that’s modern and yet retains the original magic. David Farr, the playwright, screenwriter, and Royal Shakespeare Company director, explores Shakespeare’s use of the sea as imagery for change. Interested specifically in the changes undergone by characters throughout and even before the beginnings of their plays, Rory Kinnear writes about his creation of Angelo in Measure for Measure, Hamlet, and Bolingbroke in Richard II.


After having been part of theatrical productions, some directors are moved to bring their favorite plays to film. Julie Taymor produced stage versions of The Tempest before filming her innovative production with Helen Mirren as Prospera; in her essay, she writes of decisions inspired by the cinematic medium and of the different weight the story enjoys with a sorceress as the lead. Ralph Fiennes acted in Coriolanus on stage ten years before he decided to revisit the work as director and as Coriolanus himself in film. In his essay, he writes of the various ways in which he adapted the Roman setting to resonate with contemporary politics by using a modern setting and filming in Croatia.


* * *


The fact that there are two primary ways of encountering the plays has led to two different interpretive approaches, which, more frequently than not between Shakespeare’s time and now, have remained distinct. Should Shakespeare be read? Scholars, historians, and writers tend to prefer the pleasures of curling up with a good book. Or should Shakespeare be performed? Directors, actors, playwrights, and filmmakers describe the delights of the stage. It is almost as though there are two different traditions entirely.


But is it possible to have it both ways? The essays in this collection cover both sides of this spectrum and add new dimensions as well: although some performers write about performing and some novelists write about writing, most of the essays transcend the traditional division. Actors are scholars, critics are performers, directors are readers, and so on.


Two of the contributors defy categorization from the outset. James Franco is an actor, director, writer, poet, scholar, and artist. In his essay, he writes about his recent Gagosian Gallery cinematic installation based on Gus Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho, which was in turn based on King Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2. James Prosek is an artist, writer, documentarian, and natural scientist. Drawing from his own experiences exploring South America for new species of birds, he reflects on the nature of naming in Shakespeare’s magical forests.


* * *


Shakespeare continues to be an inexhaustible source of inspiration for new creators, and just when one thinks nothing more can be done, a new work is born. There are great Shakespearean goings-on right now—but then, there always are. What accounts for his sacred eminence? His perennial celebrity? How is it that Shakespeare is always in theaters, in cinemas, in bookstores, and in our lives? And how is it that he appeals to all sorts of people? One thinks of the great literary figure Robertson Davies, who as a small child would look up admiringly at engravings of the great actors playing Antony and Portia, or of Isabel Allende with her makeshift matchstick theater, or of James Earl Jones listening to his uncle reciting Antony and Cleopatra. The essays in this book, it is hoped, will speak to those who have lived with Shakespeare for decades as well as to those who are just beginning their acquaintance with him. By painting portraits of their individual Shakespeares, those who have shared their favorite insights and anecdotes in the following essays are also inviting each of us to deepen, and perhaps even to discover, our own distinct and inevitably personal Shakespeares too.


A NOTE ON THE TEXT


The order of the essays loosely calls out certain themes, but other themes are interwoven throughout. Just as with any sustained conversation, while some ideas arise once, others recur and are modulated, supported, and refuted by their authors in varying contexts. Some of the authors wrote on single plays, some on multiple plays, and some on the entire corpus—thereby making any rubric impossible, and thankfully so, as one of the goals of this collection is to dissolve apparent boundaries. Since there can be no true order to such a variegated collection, any reading sequence will do. Please see the back of the book for an index of plays and characters for specific navigation.


Except where otherwise noted, the text and the line references of the citations are taken from the RSC edition of 2009, which was modernized from the First Folio; for some of the shorter citations, mentioned in passing, the line references have not been included.


Although portions of some essays have been offered previously (see the permissions page), these essays have been updated by the authors specifically for this collection. This is the first time the essays have appeared in their current form.


I’d like to put thanks in print to each of the contributors, for they took time from their busy schedules to pause, reflect, recount, and write. This book owes its existence to Bonnie Nadell. Other support and counsel, in a variety of forms, was offered by: Harold Bloom, Jeanne Bloom, Karen Carson, Brian Cox, Jordan Culver, Dominic Dromgoole, Flynn Earl Jones, Janet Dulin Jones, Angel Jiménez de Luis, Tristram Kenton, Sharib Khan, Ken F. Levin, Albert Maggini, Ben Nathan, Dawn Revett, Joshua Bower Saul, Fiona Shaw, James Sime, Dame Harriet Walter, and Sarah Williams.




Bill Willingham


A LITTLE MONKEY BUSINESS


A Selection of Not Entirely Random Musings on Shakespeare and Storytelling
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BILL WILLINGHAM is an American novelist, graphic novel author, and comic artist. His series Fables has been the recipient of fourteen Eisner Awards. His work includes Jack of Fables, Peter and Max: A Fables Novel, Elementals, House of Mystery, Down the Mysterly River, Ironwood, Batman, X-Men Unlimited, and The Justice Society of America.




THE BUREAU OF INFINITE MONKEYS


You’ve heard about that legendary bureaucracy made up of an infinite number of chimpanzees, diligently typing away, until eventually one of them randomly produces the complete works of Shakespeare? Well, that was me. I’m the monkey that wrote the Bard’s more or less complete works: the comedies, the tragedies, the historicals, and the poems. All of it.


I’m serious.


I did it, but I didn’t do it randomly. After a school-sponsored, forced introduction to one of his plays (Macbeth) at an early age, and the astonishing revelation of just how grand such a thing could be, I set out, with malice aforethought, to see the rest. I saw every staging and performance I could get to. I hunted down the various festivals, in Ashland, Oregon, and Cedar City, Utah. I caught Twelfth Night first in the gym at Sunnyside High School, and then again, years later, on an open-air stage built out over the cricket-haunted shore of Lake Tahoe. I lucked into James Earl Jones’s portrayal of King Lear on a tiny black-and-white TV, in Milton Tobey’s college dorm room. I devoured the film adaptations, the recorded stage productions on PBS and its ilk, and if there were some I could never arrange to see, I could at least read them. I immersed myself in Shakespeare and all of his works. And in the seeing, or reading, by agreeing to be drawn into the stories, I ended up writing them too.


This is something he must have known early in life, but I came late to understanding. Like every other storyteller in history, Shakespeare always worked with a coauthor. He often admitted as much. Take this example: “Suppose within the girdle of these walls / Are now confined two mighty monarchies” (Prologue 19–20), his character Chorus says in Henry V.


Who’s he speaking to? He’s addressing the audience member, perhaps commanding with authority, or maybe requesting with humility (depending on the performance, I suppose), that the audience member does his part in the required author-viewer (or -reader) collaboration, without which no story can be told in any medium.


Chorus suggested the two mighty monarchies. That inventive fellow, or clever woman, named Audience supplied the details, daring, by means of imagination and extrapolation, “on this unworthy scaffold to bring forth / so great an object” (Prologue 10–11).


Imagine that your story requires that there be a city on a hill. If you say as much in a novel, your reader will provide it. He’ll gladly and quickly build each brick and timber of it, each avenue, back alley, and public fountain. After all, that’s Reader’s job as coauthor of the tale. But if you try to do his job for him, by attempting to describe each and every detail of that city, instead of only giving out the few details essential to moving the story along, you’ll bog the whole thing down and smother it. You’re the momentum half of the writing partnership. Reader is the details man.


If the play requires there be a city on a hill, try to actually build the thing complete. Try to find any stage that can hold such a monstrosity. It is better to simply suggest such a thing with a dab of paint on canvas and a deft turn of phrase from one of your characters. Then trust your coauthor to do the rest.


Let’s return to Chorus one last time, because he does it so well. Just as Hamlet’s speech to the players is often cited as Shakespeare’s acting class, Chorus’s prologue encapsulates the most vital need of staging:


 


But pardon, gentles all,


The flat unraisèd spirits that hath dared


On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth


So great an object. Can this cockpit hold


The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram


Within this wooden O, the very casques


That did affright the air at Agincourt?


(Prologue 8–14)


 


No pardon is necessary, Chorus, because the answer is an unqualified, “Yes.” This cockpit can indeed hold the vasty fields of France and all the rest, because Audience has both the wit and the power to write in everything Playwright left out. Rather, nothing was left out, because both writers in the partnership knew their parts of the job and executed them masterfully.


And that’s how I came to write the complete works of Shakespeare. I coauthored them with the man himself, each and every time I picked up one of his works or sat in one of his audiences.


Now, why was any of this worth mentioning, since, in hindsight, it seems so obvious? Partly to finally put an end to this nonsense:


Revealed at Last! Who Really Wrote the Plays Attributed to Shakespeare!


I have to confess I’m not well versed in these conspiracy theories, largely because I recognized their worth early on and gave them all of the care and attention they deserve, which is not much. But I know the questions persist, with different groups offering up diverse historical personages as candidates for the true author of Shakespeare’s plays. If I recall correctly, Sir Francis Bacon is one that comes up most often.


Well, they’re right. Assuming Bacon attended one or more of Shakespeare’s plays in his life, then he did actually write them, but, as we’ve settled above, only in coauthorship and only to the extent that the play (or the book, or the movie) isn’t fully written until it takes place in the mind of the reader or viewer.


Who really wrote the plays of Shakespeare? He did, but then so did everyone else.


Even so, take a bow, Sir Francis. Well done.


MY SHAKESPEARE PLAYS ARE NOT YOUR SHAKESPEARE PLAYS


Here’s one of my favorite examples. I first watched The Merchant of Venice not two inches away from Rebecca May Baird, of Sunnyside, Washington. But, by the end, it was obvious we’d watched two different plays. In my version, the lovely and erudite Portia was clearly the villain of the story. There couldn’t be any other interpretation. In fact, to this day, she’s quite obviously the number one of all of Shakespeare’s villains, not only out-Heroding Herod, but out-Iagoing Iago. Portia makes Lady Macbeth seem the heart of compassion. Compared to her, Don John in Much Ado About Nothing is a boy scout.


Look at the facts. Like many good villains she comes as a wolf in sheep’s clothing, presenting herself as a peacemaker, with her famous Quality of Mercy speech:


 


The quality of mercy is not strained,


It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven


Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest:


It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.


’Tis mightiest in the mightiest, it becomes


The thronèd monarch better than his crown.


His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,


The attribute to awe and majesty,


Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings.


But mercy is above this sceptred sway,


It is enthronèd in the hearts of kings,


It is an attribute of God himself;


And earthly power doth then show likest


God’s When mercy seasons justice.


(4.1.184–197)


 


The speech doesn’t work, moving every heart but Shylock’s, but that’s no indictment against Portia. Her base villainy is revealed later, once she has the upper hand and shows not a hint of mercy herself. In fact, she really hammers the guy:


 


Tarry, Jew.


The law hath yet another hold on you.


It is enacted in the laws of Venice,


If it be proved against an alien


That by direct or indirect attempts


He seek the life of any citizen,


The party gainst the which he doth contrive


Shall seize one half his goods, the other half


Comes to the privy coffer of the state,


And the offender’s life lies in the mercy


Of the duke only, gainst all other voice.


In which predicament, I say, thou stand’st,


For it appears, by manifest proceeding,


That indirectly, and directly too,


Thou hast contrived against the very life


Of the defendant, and thou hast incurred


The danger formerly by me rehearsed.


Down therefore, and beg mercy of the duke.


(4.1.353–370)


 


She gets him good, and then, through Gratiano and the Duke, engineers (or at least stands by and approves of) Shylock’s forced conversion to Christianity. Sweet mercy indeed, lady.


But Rebecca didn’t see it that way. In the version Rebecca created, in collaboration with Shakespeare and the company of players, Portia remained the heroine throughout. Granted my interpretation is spot-on, while Rebecca’s version is simply wrong, but the point is made. Not only is every performance of every play a different story, every audience member co-creates his own unique story. Given that, Shakespeare turns out to be far more prolific than we imagined.



THE STORYTELLING PEOPLE (INCLUDING, WITH ALL DUE APOLOGIES, JUST A LITTLE BIT MORE ABOUT MONKEYS)


Finally, I’d like to pose an idea for why Shakespeare and his works are important to us as a human race in full, and not just to the small minority that actively follows his stories.


It’s one of the central questions of our existence. What defines humanity? I’d like to propose that we dismiss most of the scientific designations, because they miss the mark. I’m told Homo erectus was all the rage for a time. Homo erectus? So what if we can walk upright? A bear can do as much. Monkeys, beavers, chipmunks, bugs, and birds can do it. A dozen kinds of bird, including penguins and emus, even gave up flight to do it. My cat can do it for a step or two (and let me tell you, he looks adorable when he does). Even lizards will run along on two feet to intimidate an enemy or woo the ladies.


Maybe we can do it a little better than the average bear, but the ability to walk on our hind legs doesn’t make the man.


Homo sapiens, aka the “wise or knowing man,” gets us a little closer. But what is it we know? We know how to make and use tools, and that used to be the gold standard for separating us from the common beasts. But that was before we discovered that chimpanzees make and use tools, and that kicked the door wide open. Studies were studied. All manner of birds and beasts were scrutinized more closely, and it turned out the animal world abounds with tool users. Even the common crow has been shown to use and make tools. Not only that, crows are secondary toolmakers, meaning they can first construct one tool to help them make the secondary tool they really need. When tool use collapsed as the protective wall separating man from beast, secondary toolmaking was quickly erected as the new, this-time-we-mean-it bastion. Now that’s gone too.


So what’s left?


I propose that our storytelling is what makes us taxonomically significant. What separates us from the other beasts is our never-ending capacity for spinning yarns.


We tell stories to live, to love, to prosper, and to fail. A house doesn’t get built until someone—the architect or the wise old man of the village—first tells the story of how it will be built, and why, and for whom. And the architect doesn’t begin his story until he first hears from the young couple—eager, scared, nervous, and excited—telling him the tale of the sort of home they want.


Stories create stories, create stories, create stories, or nothing gets done.


Money isn’t real. It’s a fantasy we tell each other to convince us it has worth—an agreed-upon fiction that crumbles unless everyone goes along with it. The laws we live under are the stories we tell ourselves about the kinds of people we hope and expect to be. And those stories matter. Interrupt the story by breaking one of those laws (try one of the big ones, just for fun) and you’ll likely find out how important they are.


Every road and every step along it begins with a story.


It isn’t just the practical side of our lives that is ruled by the stories we tell (and here we get closer to the Shakespeare connection). Our fictions move us to do great things, things worth doing for no better reason than there’s poetry in us. We dream before we do.


Lincoln credited (or blamed) Harriet Beecher Stowe’s entirely fictional tale Uncle Tom’s Cabin for making war inevitable. If that’s true, how much of the war’s blood is on her hands? And in turn, how much of the vast human freedom that followed can be attributed to her? I don’t know, but wouldn’t that make a hell of a story?


Generations before we physically set foot on the moon, the storytellers got us there first.


In the dim and distant past we spun tall tales about impossible lost continents like Lemuria and Hy-Brasil, and then we went out and found them in fact. Stories precede everything we do. That’s our most basic nature, and we couldn’t escape it if we tried.


It can be argued then that there’s no higher calling than that of the storyteller, and Shakespeare is an example of its finest realization. If those who hold up toolmakers as the apex of human achievement want to celebrate Fulton, Edison, Einstein, and Oppenheimer as their patriarchs, I give you real world-changers like Homer, Jack Kirby, and the aforementioned Shakespeare as the archangels of pure story. And I give you that small wooden stage, that most worthy scaffold, as the laboratory in which our future is being designed.


Shakespeare is important, because we, each and every one of us, are members in good standing of the species Homo fabulae—the Storytelling People.




Sir Antony Sher


SPEAKING SHAKESPEARE
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SIR ANTONY SHER, KBE, was born in South Africa; he is an actor, author, playwright, and painter. His stage performances include roles in Stanley, Primo, An Enemy of the People, Broken Glass, Kean, as well as the Shakespeare plays King Lear, Othello, Twelfth Night, The Merchant of Venice, Titus Andronicus, The Tempest, and Richard III, for which he received an Olivier Award and an Evening Standard Award; the stage productions of The Winter’s Tale and of Macbeth, with Dame Harriet Walter as Lady Macbeth, were made into films. His extensive film work includes roles in Mrs. Brown as well as in Shakespeare in Love, for which he earned a Screen Actors Guild Award. His performances have been recognized with many further distinctions, including another Olivier Award, a Drama Desk Award, and the Peter Sellers Award for Comedy. His books include Woza Shakespeare: Titus Andronicus in South Africa, The Year of the King, and Beside Myself. It was in Cape Town, South Africa, that I realized I was finally at ease speaking Shakespeare. Which is not to say that I speak it perfectly, but simply that it’s grown familiar and unthreatening. I’m at home in it now.


 


It intrigues me that this happened in my real home, the place where I was born and brought up, Cape Town. I was playing Prospero in The Tempest, a coproduction of Cape Town’s leading theatre, the Baxter, and the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) in the United Kingdom. The year was 2009.


It had been forty-one years since I left Cape Town to train as an actor in London, at the Webber Douglas Academy of Dramatic Art. At that time, I had no idea that my career would mostly be as a classical actor, and mostly with the Royal Shakespeare Company, or that I would nevertheless be imbued with a sense of trespassing. Surely Shakespeare was the territory of tall, handsome, honey-voiced British actors. How could there be a place for a short, bespectacled, Jewish South African like me?


Shakespeare had not been taught well at my school, Sea Point Boys High—the plays were made to seem boring, lifeless, often incomprehensible. Local productions were rare, and these were, frankly, like those in England’s regional theatres during the 1950s: a style that’s been described as “all starched vowels and wrinkly tights.” And literature or drama was certainly not part of my family life. Dad was a hardworking businessman, who relaxed with his 6 p.m. whisky in his den, or Saturday afternoon sport on the wireless. To paraphrase Hamlet, the Shers’ motto could well have been, “What’s Shakespeare to us, or we to Shakespeare?”


On the other hand, I saw Olivier’s film trilogy—Henry V, Hamlet, and Richard III—and here was a vision of a different kind of Shakespeare: thrilling, moving, funny. But was this just the illusion and spectacle of cinema, or, as we called it, the bioscope? Could Shakespeare possibly be like that on stage as well?


Yes! I learned this one week after my arrival in London in July 1968. I travelled up to Stratford-upon-Avon to see the legendary RSC in action. It was a matinee performance of Trevor Nunn’s production of King Lear, starring Eric Porter. Years later I worked with Porter, and he told me that he had been unhappy in the show, that it had not been well received critically, and that it hadn’t even transferred to London, but I was oblivious of these things in the magical dark of the RSC’s main house on that sunny afternoon. It was Shakespeare’s own genius which was revealing itself to me—his genius as a playwright, not just as the much-edited author of Olivier’s films—and I was also swept away by the imagination of the theatre people who were interpreting him. Lear’s first entrance took my breath away. He was a hunched, white-bearded figure sitting cross-legged on a bier, carried aloft by attendants: a pagan king, a man-god, invincible. Perfect for the beginning of his story, which is a descent into powerlessness. And so the show went on. Michael Williams was remarkable as the Fool, his face permanently etched into a tragicomic mask, making crazy, dangerous jokes as he and Lear slid into the abyss. Why had the teachers at Sea Point Boys High not told me that the spirit of Samuel Beckett was already alive in Shakespeare’s heart?


On the train back to London that evening, I was travelling not from Stratford but from Damascus. I’d had my epiphany. Shakespeare in the theatre, Shakespeare live, could be amazing. But was there any place in it for me?


We were taught Shakespeare excellently at drama school by the actor Nick Amer. From him I learned two things which I still practice to this day: one, that you have to paraphrase every single word, translate it into ordinary English; two, that, having understood it, you then have to get it up to speed. In real life we don’t spell things out, we think and talk very quickly. An audience will grasp the essence of a Shakespeare speech much better the same way. I was also lucky to have as one of my drama school directors the mesmeric performer and writer Steven Berkoff. He did a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream with my year. I played Puck: a wild, demonic figure, leaping and clambering over the lovers. Berkoff was teaching me how physical Shakespeare could be.


This was to stand me in good stead when I joined the RSC in 1982. My first role was the very same one that had so astonished me in Trevor Nunn’s 1968 King Lear—the Fool. Now the director was Adrian Noble, and Lear was Michael Gambon. Through discussions and improvisations, my Fool emerged as a strange clown: a small, deformed man who wore a red nose and white makeup. He did snatches of half-remembered music hall routines, sometimes double-acts with Lear himself, and, as a final grim joke, was accidentally stabbed to death by his master in the mock trial during the storm. It worked extremely well, but I’ll never forget Adrian once saying to me, “If only you could be as dexterous with your voice as you are with your body.”


Here was the rub. The essence of Shakespeare is the text. The essence of good Shakespeare acting is an ability to speak the text. There’s no amount of physical showing-off which can compensate. A fact which I ignored completely in my next Shakespeare role—Richard III. Unlike the Fool, whose dialogue is often in prose, or comprised of little ditties and songs, Richard has to speak screeds and screeds of iambic verse, pure Shakespeare stuff. It’s the third-largest role in the canon (after Hamlet and Iago), and I feared that I simply wasn’t up to it, vocally. I trusted neither my technique nor my voice itself. Ringing in my head was what a major Shakespeare actor should sound like, whether of the older generation, like Olivier and Gielgud, or the one just ahead of me, like McKellen and Jacobi. If you think of human vocal cords as the raw, natural material which fashions a musical instrument, then mine—with their roots in the Jewish, Cape Townian tunes of South Africa, and later twisted into new shapes by the “received pronunciation” of my British drama school training—didn’t seem to produce the same timbre. And so I embarked on an elaborate way of playing Richard III—on crutches, multi-limbed, the “bottled spider” which Queen Margaret describes—and hoped that this would distract people from noticing that I didn’t yet possess the power or skill to do what graces the best Shakespeare performances. This is when the part is somehow born inside the actor himself (and not just the writer) and comes ringing out through his own throat. Richard III was a success for me, but I knew there was much further to go.


Shylock was next, but he didn’t really force me to confront the problem. In our production he was an unassimilated Jew, a Turk in the Venetian ghetto, speaking in a thick accent. The language of the play was clearly not his mother tongue.


At the same time, I was settling into life at the RSC, and one of the perks of working there is that they function both as a theatre company and as a training school. They pay you to learn to speak Shakespeare . . .! Surely it should be the other way round. But they’ve no choice: it’s not just the likes of me who arrive on their doorstep with little or no sense of how to perform their resident dramatist. I thought I was especially disadvantaged because of my South African education, but not many British schools teach Shakespeare much better. And there’s an added problem nowadays: many young actors are more attracted to working in films and television than in the theatre, particularly theatre in the classical tradition. But even if some are simply using the RSC as a stepping stone to movie stardom, they have to learn to do it, to speak Shakespeare.


In my early years with the company, we could not have been more fortunate in the people assigned to tutor us. Two of the great Shakespeareans of modern times: the voice coach Cicely Berry and the director John Barton. With them, we had one-to-one sessions, group workouts, master classes. The lessons they were teaching were deceptively simple in theory, but hard in practice—as with one of Ciss Berry’s catchphrases, “pass the baton,” where you have to reach the end of your own speech very clearly, so that, in the great rush of words which make up a Shakespeare text, the next character can pick up the thought and run with it. This isn’t easy, for it goes against our modern way of communicating, which is to mumble away our sentences, trailing off with a “y’know” or “see what I mean?” One of John Barton’s preoccupations is for the actor to “ask the question, really ask the question.” When we ask questions in real life, we can’t see the rest of the script: we don’t know what the answer will be, or even if one will come. Our questions have a note of urgency. But in Shakespeare plays, when questions are part of a big speech, laid out as verse on a printed page, actors can often forget to “really ask” them, and they can sound rhetorical. Another of John’s observations about Shakespeare is that, when he wants to make his most heartfelt statements, he uses the simplest language, which needs no paraphrasing whatsoever. Lear says to his Fool, “O, let me not be mad.” In the depths of despair, Macbeth says, “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.” Reaching out to touch what he thinks is a statue of his dead wife, Leontes says, “O, she’s warm!”


I have prickles down my spine as I write this.


In my twenty-nine years with the RSC, another factor has played an important part in my quest to speak Shakespeare well. By chance, I’ve performed an exceptional amount of plays by his contemporaries. They don’t possess his genius with the iambic pentameter—he’s like a master jazz musician, he can both keep to the beat and jam round it—and the difficulties the others experience in writing, and thereby cause the actor to experience in performance, make Shakespeare’s skills easier to comprehend, and therefore to serve.


First I did The Revenger’s Tragedy, formerly thought to be by Tourneur, now by Middleton. The language is harsh and jagged—it’s like trying to hold barbed wire in your mouth. Next I played the title role in Tamburlaine the Great by Christopher Marlowe. Ah, his mighty lines. They hit the iambic like a drum—stirring and bold, but ultimately monotonous; you have to use every bit of imagination to bring life to the relentless rhythm. Then there was The Roman Actor by Philip Massinger. The part of Domitian Caesar is one of the best I’ve ever played—a tremendous portrait of a psychopath—but the verse was tricky again: long, highly structured sentences which are like lawyers’ arguments, and often defy any efforts to make them sound spontaneous. And then finally The Malcontent by John Marston. It’s a riotous black comedy, but its language is bizarre: Marston makes up words, like “fubbery” and “whim-wham,” or goes off on strange riffs, where the sound of the speech seems more important than its substance.


What a relief to return to Shakespeare. This was as Leontes in The Winter’s Tale for the RSC in 1999. Some scholars say that Leontes’s early speeches are incomprehensible, but this isn’t true. In fact, it’s a perfect demonstration of another of Ciss Berry’s most firmly held beliefs—that Shakespeare is meant to be spoken, not read. Leontes’s jealousy erupts in the soliloquy that begins: “Inch-thick, knee-deep, o’er head and ears a forked one!” (1.2.119). We know that “a forked one,” “o’er head and ears,” refers to a cuckold’s horns, but what on earth does “inch-thick, knee-deep” mean? Academics sitting in their studies may frown in puzzlement, but an actor playing Leontes will leap on the line with relish. It’s an ugly, visceral bubble of subconsciousness rising to the surface, as in a dream or nightmare. His jealousy is irrational: he believes his wife and his best friend are having an affair, yet we, the audience, know that they are not. In our production, we decided that he was suffering from an actual psychological illness known as Morbid or Sexual Jealousy, where this syndrome occurs exactly as Shakespeare describes. And once you understand that Leontes is mentally unstable—as opposed to the old-fashioned view that he is “villainous” or “evil”—every one of his unfinished sentences or jumped thoughts becomes a valuable detail in creating his portrait.


For the first time in my career as a Shakespeare actor, I was discovering that by fully trusting Shakespeare, his instincts in writing the role, one could experience the text as liberating rather than intimidating.
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“I have done the deed.” Sir Antony Sher as Macbeth in Gregory Doran’s Royal Shakespeare Company production, 1999.


Photograph by Tristram Kenton.





This was even more true in my next role, later the same year—Macbeth. I found the character very difficult to crack—probably the most difficult one I’ve played. Particularly in the first part, before the murder of Duncan. He watches himself, he hesitates and changes direction, he thinks so much. Who is this man? On the one hand, we’re told that he’s ruthlessly violent on the battlefield—he rips open people “from the nave to th’chops” (1.2.24). On the other hand, his wife complains that he is “too full o’th’milk of human kindness” (1.5.12). But the part gradually revealed itself to me, and it was by following the clues that Shakespeare plants in the text. In complete contrast to Leontes’s language, Macbeth’s is steady and ordered. This is a man who likes to keep himself in control. As any military leader must. He can give himself permission to go berserk at war, but in the calm and safety of his own home he is extremely troubled by the prospect of murdering an unarmed old man asleep in bed. And once he has “done the deed,” his mind fractures. I think that Act 2, Scene 2, the scene after the murder, is one of the greatest in Shakespeare. It’s written in verse, but very naturalistically, in short, shared lines between husband and wife, who try to absorb what’s happened.


 


LADY MACBETH: My husband?


MACBETH: I have done the deed. Didst thou not hear a noise?


LADY MACBETH: I heard the owl scream and the crickets cry.


Did you not speak?


MACBETH: When?


LADY MACBETH: Now.


MACBETH: As I descended?


LADY MACBETH: Ay.


(2.2.14–21)


 


Macbeth is panicking; Lady Macbeth is trying to calm him down. It’s brilliant writing. Because it feels so real, it puts you in the situation. “Yes,” you think, “this is how I’d behave—veering between hysteria and the instinct to survive.”


Both Winter’s Tale and Macbeth were directed by Greg Doran (who is now the RSC’s Artistic Director). He is another of the great Shakespeareans who have taught me. As his partner in real life, I could be accused of prejudice, but fortunately my opinion is shared by others. Reviewing his 2008 production of Hamlet with David Tennant, the Sunday Times said, “There is no better director of Shakespeare around today.” While the influence of the other great Shakespeareans like Ciss Berry and John Barton has been enormous, it’s another thing to be actually married to one. (We took out a Civil Partnership in 2005.) Greg’s knowledge of and love for Shakespeare is so profound that I believe it has changed my own relationship to the playwright. Greg has convinced me that I have as much right to be performing Shakespeare as any British-born actor, and that his work belongs to us all.


I’ve stopped worrying about the sound of my voice, even if the odd South African vowel slips out from time to time. And in fact, South Africa itself played a big part in the next two Shakespeares that I did.


In 2003 I was Iago in Greg’s RSC production of Othello, with the South African actor Sello Maake Ka-Ncube in the title role. We’d worked with Sello before, when we did Titus Andronicus at Johannesburg’s Market Theatre in 1995: he played Aaron, I played Titus, and Greg directed. That production was done in South African accents—


I was an Afrikaner, others were Xhosa, Zulu, Cape Coloured, or poor white—so it created a new, different way of speaking Shakespeare. But now in Othello, except for Sello, who would play the Moor in his own African accent, the rest of the cast would be British, including me.


By this stage I had lived in Britain for thirty-five years, much longer than my youth in South Africa. I was a British citizen, I was experienced at British life, and it was no longer an issue. So playing Iago as the Regimental Sergeant Major in a British base in Cyprus—our production was set in the 1950s—was entirely comfortable to me. Nevertheless, two aspects of my South African past turned out to be useful for the role. The first was that I’d been forced to do conscription in the army after leaving school, so I was well practiced at square-bashing.* The second was that I’d been brought up in the old South Africa, Apartheid South Africa, and knew about racism at its deepest level. In the play, Othello is Iago’s senior officer; outwardly, Iago has to respect him, but that doesn’t mean it comes from his heart. I remember in rehearsals one day, Sello and I discussed an image from Nelson Mandela’s inauguration as president in 1994: he was surrounded by a guard of honour, made up of older, white military generals, the same men who might well have ordered his death just a few years earlier.


Shakespeare writes Iago’s racism in that jokey-brutish tone which soldiers use—“an old black ram / Is tupping your white ewe” (1.1.92–93), he warns Desdemona’s father. The same line also illustrates another of his personality traits: he can’t open his mouth without sexual imagery spilling out. There’s some big problem here, and in his marriage with Emilia. Impotence? Sterility? Greg and I decided not to put a name to it, but just to place it, as a ticking bomb, at the core of this very dangerous man.


And so on to playing Prospero in The Tempest in 2009, which felt like the moment when the different strands of my life came together. It was, as I said, a coproduction between the
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Sir Antony Sher as Prospero in the Royal Shakespeare Company/Baxter Theatre Company production of The Tempest, 2009.


Photograph by Tristram Kenton.





RSC and the Baxter Theatre, and was the brainchild of one of South Africa’s top directors, Janice Honeyman. Her concept drove the whole enterprise: the magic in the play is difficult to realize in modern Western society, but it’s natural in an African context where the spirit world of the ancestors lives alongside the living, breathing population. So, in Janice’s production, the sequences of magic were conjured up by ritual, by music and dance, by masks and puppetry. The members of the company were all South African: the actors, who included the great John Kani as Caliban, and his son Atandwa Kani as Ariel, as well as the musicians and the stage management. The Baxter built the sets, made the costumes, and rehearsed and opened the show before its run in Stratford and a U.K. tour. RSC’s part of the bargain was to supply a lot of the funding, as well as to send over their Head of Voice, Lyn Darnley (originally South African herself), to work with the actors, and also Greg, who is increasingly adopting John Barton’s role of running Shakespeare master classes.


The sessions with Lyn and Greg were held on the upper floor of the Baxter building, in a big airy room which served as foyer to their studio theatre. And it was during one of these when I suddenly found myself rejoicing in the familiarity of it all. A place of learning, with hot sunlight streaming in—this was like my childhood, like schooldays, except that the lessons now being taught were about how best to speak and play Shakespeare. All around me were South African actors of varied ages and backgrounds, all excited and probably daunted by the task of performing one of Shakespeare’s great plays. I was going through it with them, and I’d been through it many times before. I knew all the exercises and routines, all the dos and don’ts—I’d spent a career practicing them—and at last I felt at ease speaking Shakespeare.


Written towards the end of his life, Prospero is thought to be the most autobiographical of Shakespeare’s roles. In the play he’s a magician, in real life he was a playwright, and in two speeches—“Our revels now are ended” (4.1.161) and “Ye elves” (5.1.38)—he bids farewell to his art.


I’m aware of an irony here. Just as Shakespeare says goodbye, I’m feeling welcomed. Except now I’m running out of roles.


* * *


There is Lear, of course. Greg and I discuss it occasionally, quite casually. At this point in time it’s no more than an intriguing notion. What will it be like if the Fool finally gets to play the King?


 


* Editor’s note: square-bashing is a military drill performed on a barracks square.




Camille Paglia


TEACHING SHAKESPEARE TO ACTORS
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Who wrote Shakespeare’s plays? An actor. No aristocrat, such as Sir Francis Bacon or the Earl of Oxford, could have produced these nearly forty plays, which show such intimate knowledge of the demands and dynamics of ensemble performance. When Shakespeare was active in London, theater was borderline disreputable, denounced from the pulpit by Puritan preachers. Because of issues of public hygiene and crowd control, municipal authorities eventually forced the theaters outside the city limits—to the South Bank of the Thames, where Shakespeare’s company built the Globe Theatre. While aristocrats attended plays and even sponsored theater companies, they could never have inhabited and learned from that brash underworld, from its cramped, ramshackle back stages to the volatile streets and seedy inns and taverns. Shakespeare was a popular entertainer who knew how to work a crowd. His daring shifts in tone, juxtaposing comedy with tragedy; his deft weaving of a main plot with multiple subplots; his restless oscillation from talk to action to song and dance: this fast pace and variety-show format were the tricks of a veteran actor adept at seizing the attention of the chattering groundlings who milled around the jutting stage of open-air theaters.


My approach to teaching Shakespeare departs from the norm because most of my four decades as a classroom teacher have been spent at art schools—first Bennington College and then the Philadelphia College of Performing Arts, which became the University of the Arts after a merger with its neighbor, the Philadelphia College of Art. Many of my students have been theater majors, some already with a professional résumé. In the United States, Shakespeare is usually taught as a reading experience, but my Shakespeare course is closer to a practicum, even though students neither recite nor perform in it. I approach the plays from a production angle, with stress on the range of interpretive choices available to an actor in each speech or scene. More academically structured universities have often offered Shakespeare as a large lecture course breaking out into weekly seminars led by graduate students. Students would be generally expected to read a play a week, thus sampling a third of the Shakespeare canon over one semester. That forced-march syllabus may be useful for English majors, but it does not work for actors, who must engage with the text on a far more concrete level. In guiding actors through Shakespeare, the teacher operates like an auto mechanic, taking an engine apart and showing how it goes back together again. Each internal function and connection must be grasped tangibly, as a sensory datum and not just a mental construct. Thus five Shakespeare plays have proved to be more than enough in my course, and it is still a struggle to cover them adequately. My goal is to give the actors a portable system for engaging with any of the plays, should they have the good fortune to encounter them in their careers. After two opening lecture classes, where I survey the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance in art, science, economics, and politics, I turn to sequential line-by-line analysis of the plays, which occupies the rest of the semester.


Though they may have read one or several Shakespeare plays in high school, most young American actors basically come to Shakespeare cold. He is an import, trailing arty clouds of glory. In Great Britain, in contrast, Shakespeare represents history and tradition, stretching a thousand years back to early medieval kings and warriors. Many of his characters, from Lear and Macbeth to Richard II and Henry V, step straight out of royal annals, though Shakespeare enlarged, invented, and reimagined at will. Despite ominous slippage these days through competition from mass media and video games, most British audiences know Shakespeare’s plays well, having seen and performed in them at school and town events since childhood. Sophisticated theatergoers in Britain are finely attuned to every innovation, even the fleeting shading of a syllable. In the United States, no Shakespeare production, even on a college campus, can assume that more than a fraction of the audience is thoroughly familiar with the play or understands most of the dialogue. Hence the American actor has an immense responsibility for communication to the audience—a task hampered by the possibility that he or she may never have seen a live performance of Shakespeare. There are three major areas that deserve special attention from actors studying Shakespeare: language, action, and politics.


LANGUAGE


Confronted with students of widely varied academic backgrounds, a teacher must break through the sometimes paralyzing reverence that surrounds Shakespeare in the United States. His often archaic vocabulary, encrusted with editorial footnotes, can be intimidating, especially to young actors working out dialogue. Thus one must stress that Shakespeare was writing at the dawn of modern English, when the language was still in flux. He was making up words and usages as he went along, so successfully that many of them ended up in dictionaries, when those were first codified in the eighteenth century. What this suggests is that much of Shakespeare’s audience too may have had only a dim idea of what was happening on stage. His actors conveyed thought and emotion through tone, rhythm, and gesture. It was a period that valued virtuoso shows of verbal facility for their own sake; characters in Shakespeare are sometimes seized by torrents of words so urgent and turbulent that the speaker seems possessed. Furthermore, Shakespeare often engineers lively and at times comic effects by bouncing plain, blunt Anglo-Saxon monosyllables off the fancy polysyllabic vocabulary, derived from Greek and Latin, that had been brought to Britain by the Norman conquest.


Some American directors, as reported by my students, make the actors annotate Shakespeare’s blank verse, so that they know they are playing poetry. I am highly skeptical and even disapproving of this practice, except for actors who already have prior training in poetry or Latin, where meter is parsed. It may be profitable in England, where poetry has streamed in an unbroken line since Chaucer, but I fail to see how concern about the blank verse can do anything but disorient and unnerve American actors. The power of language in Shakespeare’s plays resides more in variation than in regularity. There is a robust physicality and even muscularity in his speeches, which can be as jagged and syncopated as jazz. Indeed, I recommend that actors playing Shakespeare look to music for inspiration. Some of Shakespeare’s voices are lilting, melodious, or flutelike; others are relentlessly hammering and percussive; still others are rough, insolent, and zigzagging, like a bebop saxophone. To avoid monotonously “reciting” lines, the actor could borrow musical techniques such as dynamics (soft/loud) or modulations in tempo, including overt hesitations—following the way people in real life pause and grope for words. The actor must appear to be thinking, an impression aided by lively eye movements.


Where sensitivity to poetry is required, however, is for Shakespeare’s all-pervasive imagery. As literary critics noted long ago, each Shakespeare play can be regarded as an extended poem with its own set of emblematic images, whose recurrence produces a chiming effect that works subliminally on the audience. Examples are the four elements of earth, air, water, and fire in Antony and Cleopatra; the master metaphor of the “garden” in Hamlet, with its attendant adjectives like “green” and “rank” (meaning rotten or malodorous); and the chillingly ubiquitous “nothing” in King Lear—a blank zero prefiguring the wasteland of modernist alienation. The production dramaturge should assist the actors in rehearsal in identifying these key words, which are sometimes the emotional or conceptual heart of a speech. They are always universals that transcend time and place. Although postmodernists myopically deny that universals exist, these basic terms of human experience animate all great art and give it global reach. Whenever a key word occurs in a given Shakespeare speech, the actor might consider subtly highlighting it, so that it hangs or floats over the audience, who through their own life record of pain and pleasure gain a moment of clarity and access into the play’s deepest themes. It may be helpful for the dramaturge to present one or two of Shakespeare’s Sonnets in workshop to demonstrate the evocative power of concise imagery. Best for this purpose is certainly Sonnet 73 (“That time of year thou mayst in me behold”), with its vivid metaphors of tree, sun, and fire.


In Shakespeare’s plays, quality of language equals quality of character. There is a stable, centered simplicity and nobility to the speech of his admirable, ethical characters. For example, here are the faithful Cordelia’s virtually first words in King Lear: “Love and be silent” (1.1.53). This economical aside, with its enduring spiritual resonance, comes as a refreshing contrast to the glib, sycophantish babble that we have just heard from her treacherous sisters, Goneril and Regan. Improvisational eloquence under conditions of high stress proves substance and courage, as in Mark Antony’s passionate oration over the corpse of Julius Caesar in the mobbed Roman Forum or Othello’s defense at a midnight Venetian war council of his secret marriage to the young Desdemona, a mesmerizing speech whose journey through fabulous memory defuses the menacing atmosphere.


Syntax (sentence structure) is a primary indicator of mental health or psychological coherence in Shakespeare. The actor must be alert to syntactical obstructions or fractures which signal confusion, anxiety, or imminent breakdown. Claudius’s first speech in Hamlet, for example, is disrupted and contorted by guilt as he tries to refer to Gertrude, the wife he took from the brother he murdered: the subject, verb, and direct object of his sentence are cleft apart and strewn dismembered over seven lines. Hamlet’s brooding first soliloquy also degenerates from philosophical heights to syntactical chaos as he is compulsively flooded with lurid pictures of his mother’s allegedly bestial sex life. When the villainous Richard III wakes up from troubled dreams before the climactic battle at Bosworth Field, where he will be defeated and killed, his speech heaves and lurches into sputtering fragments, sharply contrasting with the calm, steady, resolute address to the troops delivered by his opponent, the Earl of Richmond and future Henry VII, founder of the House of Tudor that will produce Elizabeth I. But sometimes complicated or serpentine syntax in Shakespeare arises from public rather than private ills, as in Horatio’s opaque review in tortured legalese of the festering dispute with Norway that threatens war with Denmark.
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