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Preface

This book is intended as an introduction in two senses. Firstly it is an intro-
duction in a sense available to Shakespeare’s contemporaries: that of a first
guide to a topic. Readers in sixteenth-century London could purchase ‘intro-
ductions’ to fields from astrology to Welsh, and from swimming to dying well.
Like these, I have tried not to assume existing expertise or familiarity: I have
wanted the book to be self-standing, acting as an encouragement and guide to
further reading and investigation via ‘Where next?’ sections after each chap-
ter. Each chapter covers a range of examples with a focus on those plays most
frequently studied. The emphasis of this volume, unlike the many other great
introductory guides that are currently available, is that it engages less with facts
than with critical approaches to Shakespeare’s plays — with the question of what
we ‘do” when we read or study Shakespeare. And I have also thought of it as
an introduction in a more recent sense: ‘the action of introducing or making
known personally’ (Oxford English Dictionary). Meet Shakespeare (’s plays): I
think you’ll find you have some things in common. I hope you hit it off.

Lots of students — particularly at Hertford College, Oxford, at the Depart-
ment for Continuing Education in the University of Oxford, and at the Bread
Loaf School of English — will find this material familiar, either because they’ve
heard me rehearse parts of it in different forms or on different occasions, or
because they recognise their own ideas here too. I'm grateful for the serial
privilege of those conversations. Emily Bartels has cast a generous eagle eye
over it all; Charlotte Brewer has, among other things, saved me from my most
egregious forms of mateyness. And since this is a book which comes out of, and
I hope may give something back to, teaching, it’s made me think with affec-
tion about what I owe to those who have taught me: Rita Chamberlain, John
Gregory, Katherine Duncan-Jones, and, differently but especially, Viv Smith.

All suggested websites were accessed in April 2006. Except where I've indi-
cated otherwise, the edition of the plays I have used is the New Cambridge: for
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Two Noble Kinsmen and The Winter’s Tale where there is
no New Cambridge edition yet, I've used The Complete Works ed. Stanley Wells
and Gary Taylor (2nd edn, Oxford, 2005).

X
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Juliet’s balcony, Verona

In the Italian town of Verona, the tourist authorities have taken Shakespeare’s
Romeo and Juliet, and in particular the character of Juliet, to their hearts.
Despite the historical tenuousness of the association of Juliet with Verona, a
suitable medieval townhouse has been designated Juliet’s house, and a balcony
was added in the 1930s to make the setting photogenically consonant with
the play’s most iconic moment, when Juliet calls down from her balcony to
her new lover. Streams of visitors add lovestruck graffiti to the walls, gain
luck from stroking the right breast of a modern bronze statue of Juliet, and
apparently address numerous letters requesting help in matters of the heart
(rather oddly, since Juliet’s wasn’t an entirely successful love affair to aspire to)
to ‘Juliet, Verona’, which are duly answered by a multilingual team of agony
aunt volunteers known as the ‘Juliet club’.

While the curious afterlife of Juliet in Verona is an extreme case, it nicely
illustrates two aspects of our abiding interest in, and attitude to, Shake-
speare’s characterisation. Firstly, projecting a real person from the words of

1



2 The Cambridge Introduction to Shakespeare

Shakespeare’s plays involves an extreme effort of will. We desperately want
to believe that Juliet is a real person — a desire bound up here with narra-
tives of travel, of holiday snapshots as consumption, of a sentimental version
of romantic love, of the modern vestiges of pilgrimage — and thus the tourist
offices provide what we want, complete with medieval-effect balcony and a sub-
stitute Juliet in the form of a statue. We might compare this effort to the effort
we habitually make in reading or watching plays, by which we supply missing
details or smooth over inconsistencies in the name of realism or of helpfully
suspending our disbelief in order to help the play along. And secondly, this
desire and our exertions to satisty it postdate the plays, by a long way. Invent-
ing Juliet in this form — as a real person in a real house in a real city, rather
than a collection of words written on a page — is a twentieth-century tail on a
sixteenth-century play. It’s the interpretative equivalent of that Mussolini-era
balcony tacked onto the medieval house.

We could therefore argue that Shakespearean characters are writing first,
people second — just as the meanings of the very word ‘character’ have shifted
from its earliest meaning as ‘impression’ or ‘graphic sign or symbol’ to the
now dominant meaning, first registered after Shakespeare’s death, of distinctive
individual personality. When they were first printed, Shakespeare’s plays had no
character lists or dramatis personae as we are now used to in modern editions.
There was therefore no obvious sense in which the persons of the play pre-
existed the words they speak in it. We can see dramatic characters in this way asa
product of the language which, strangely, they seem themselves also to produce.
Rather than articulating their own words, they are articulated by them. One of
the beguilingly circular argumentative movements of character study has been
to derive from the characters’ speeches an idea of their personality which is
then used to interpret and underwrite those same speeches.

Character study —how characters are depicted in the drama, why they behave
as they do, and the modes of reading or viewing which encourage empathic
identification with them — has been a dominant mode of Shakespearean criti-
cism since its earliest days. In fact, the first appreciations of Shakespeare tended
to praise his characterisation above all other aspects of his work, particularly
as an antidote to the datedness of his language or to the perceived irregular-
ity of his plotting by classical standards. In recent academic writing, however,
the whole notion of ‘character’ has been placed under question. Critics have
argued that personality as a distinctive inner quality would have been less
recognisable to Shakespeare’s first audiences than it has become for us, and
that therefore character study is based on an anachronistic premise. We tend
to think that how people perceive themselves and others has been a historical
constant across all time; historicist criticism has challenged this assumption
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and drawn usefully on changing ideas of privacy and the personal, as well as on
dramatic technique, in the early modern period. (See ‘Where next’ for further
reading on this topic.) But readers, viewers and performers of Shakespeare have
been resistant to this apparent undermining of one of their primary sources of
pleasure in the plays. So this opening chapter traces the critical debates about
character, aiming to develop and interrogate, rather than entirely to reject, what
often seems most appealing about those apparently lifelike personalities such
as Hamlet or Falstaff or Beatrice in Shakespeare’s plays.

Shakespeare’s realism?

Alexander Pope’s assertion that ‘every single character in Shakespeare is as
much an individual, as those in life itself” expresses the claims for psychological
verisimilitude often made for Shakespeare’s powers of characterisation. When
we say that we relate to, or recognise, aspects of Shakespeare’s characters, we
are willingly entering into a relationship with them in which we endow them
with human form, and compare their actions with our own and those of people
around us. Thus the characterisation of Beatrice and Benedick — the unwilling
lovers of Much Ado About Nothingwho spend much of the play denying what is
plain to all their friends, that they are a passionately compatible and unorthodox
romantic couple —is bolstered by our recognition of these kinds of behaviour in
the real world; perhaps we think we have all known people whose protestations
that they cannot stand each other are a thin cover for deep feelings hidden
through habit or fear of hurt, and those people combine in our mind with
Shakespeare’s characters to give an illusion of verisimilitude. Often Shakespeare
presents us with individuals undergoing particular life events which are likely
to chime in with readers’ own experience: the death of a parent in Hamlet, for
example; the adolescent search for an adult identity in unfamiliar surroundings
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; the suffocating burden of parental expectations
in I Henry IV; the heady experience of first love in Romeo and Juliet; the clash
between private conscience and public duty in Julius Caesar. In measuring the
plays against our own experiences —and, in some cases, vice versa—we do some
of the work to animate Shakespeare’s words into the shapes of sentient, moral
agents like ourselves. Using the language of emotional empathy —identification,
sympathy, recognition — literary criticism has often seemed to teach that fully
to engage with the plays we have to reach out a hand to their characters.
There are lots of ways in which Shakespeare’s works encourage this kind of
psychic rapport. We might, for example, adduce those wonderful moments
when a single remark gestures towards a whole back-story for a character — as
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when the foolish gull Sir Andrew Aguecheek in Tivelfth Nightsighs ‘I was adored
once’ (2.3.153), or when Lady Macbeth says that she would have killed King
Duncan herself, ‘had he not resembled / My father as he slept’ (2.2.12-3). Such
information does not really help the plot along; rather, it serves to create the
illusion of a broader psychological history of which the current play can only
be a segment. There’s more to me than I get the chance to say here, these lines
seem to signal; they’re like a marker flag saying ‘look at me again’. Shakespeare
gestures to a world surrounding, but not articulated in, the play, rather as he
does in his habitual device of opening his plays in the middle of a conversation
we are to suppose was going on before we came in on it: with ‘Nay, but this
dotage of our general’s / O’erflows the measure’ (1.1.1-2), Philo begins Antony
and Cleopatra with a response to an unheard and unrecorded remark by his
Roman interlocutor Demetrius (the term for this is in medias res, literally, ‘into
the middle of things’).

If gesturing to a more complete back history is one of Shakespeare’s
approaches to realistic character presentation, another is to endow charac-
ters with recognisable emotions. Thus when Capulet and his cousin discuss
the passing of time in Romeo and Juliet, they suddenly emerge as recognisable
older people at a family reunion: ‘His son is thirty.” ‘Will you tell me that? /
His son was but a ward two years ago’ (1.5.38-9). Of course this has a thematic
relevance to a play about speed, and particularly the speed with which young
people grow into adulthood, often unnoticed by their elders, but significantly it
is a brief moment in which the play sees that process not from the point of view
of the children but sympathetically from that of the parents. This part of the
scene isn’t directed at anyone who’s been treated as the child they no longer are
by relations at a family party; instead, it’s for the people who, seeing strapping
young adults in place of the chubby infants preserved in their memory, have to
realise that they too have aged.

Shakespeare’s ‘unreal’ characters

These examples, and numerous more like them, could be cited in support of
Pope’s assessment of Shakespeare’s verisimilitude. But there are ways in which
seeing Shakespeare’s characters as people blinds us to other possibilities and
limits our understanding of the way the plays work. It is important to reg-
ister, for example, that elsewhere characters in Shakespeare do not approach
this recognisability: they do not gesture towards a knowable past. Sometimes
these are ‘minor’ characters; sometimes it’s necessary to the plot that they lack
the apparent verisimilitude lavished on some of their peers. Take Mariana, for
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example, in Measure for Measure. This play works by juxtaposing two inter-
rupted marital unions. The first is that of Claudio and the pregnant Juliet, who
maintain that they are married ‘save that we do the denunciation lack / Of
outward order’ (1.2.9-10) — meaning, apparently, that they have undergone a
kind of private, rather than church, wedding — and are to be punished by the
new governor of Vienna, Angelo, for unlawful fornication. The other, parallel
couple are Angelo himself and Mariana the ‘affianced’ bride he abandoned
when her dowry was lost at sea. Measure for Measure’s presiding organiser, the
Duke of Vienna who is disguised as a friar, plots to deliver both couples, and
devises a so-called ‘bed trick’ by which Angelo can be brought to have sex
with Mariana, thinking it is with Isabella the sister of Claudio, and thus by
consummating his relationship with Mariana he be brought to recognise his
marital obligations. With me so far? The point is that Mariana completes a
situation of parallels which is crucial to the design of a play titled after a paral-
lel, ‘measure for measure’ (editions of the play often have a cover illustration
of a set of scales), in which the notion of equivalence — ethical, legal, moral,
dramatic — is insistently interrogated.

Because this is her role — structural, rather than personal — Mariana is hardly
characterised at all. She isn’t even mentioned until Act 3 of the play and first
appears in Act 4. She substitutes for Isabella in Angelo’s bed — an action seem-
ingly requiring the complete abdication of individual personality — and goes
on to play out the role the puppet-master Duke has scripted for her as the
means by which Angelo’s hypocrisy and harshness will be punished. It is thus
inappropriate to ask of her, as we might of a ‘real” person: why does she want
to marry the awful Angelo after the way he’s treated her? why does she go
along with the Duke-Friar’s seedy plan? why is she still mooning around her
‘moated grange’ thinking about her worthless fiancé? The answer to these
questions is not primarily psychological but dramatic: because the play
requires it.

There are lots of other examples of characters whose purpose in their play is
functional, structural or thematic, rather than to be uniquely themselves: we
might think of Hotspur as the foil to Prince Henry — the king expresses the
wish that the two boys had been swapped in the cradle, just in case we don’t
understand that they are meant to be conceptualised as two sides of the coin —
in I Henry IV, or Sebastian, the twin of Viola in Twelfth Night. Rather akin to
Mariana, Sebastian’s own role is also a sort of pre-sexual ‘bed-trick’: having
fallen for Viola who has been dressed as a male page Cesario, Olivia vows to
marryhim. No onein the playworld knows of Sebastian’s existence, so his arrival
at Olivia’s coincides with her rush to the altar and, bewilderedly, he substitutes
for his sister and marries a woman he has only just met. As a figure whose
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purpose in the play is to substitute for someone he looks just like — his own
twin —it is appropriate that Sebastian has relatively little personality of his own.
He’s a plot device, although we could argue that a couple of scenes with his
devoted companion and rescuer Antonio are unnecessary by this estimation,
and serve to establish Sebastian as a character who can himself inspire affection,
rather than just mop it up by appearing in the right place at the right time.

Reading Shakespeare’s characters on the page

So looking at Shakespeare’s characters as if they were, and with the expectation
that they can be explained as, real people, may be more appropriate to some
characters than others. It may also confine us unhelpfully or lead to questions
the text is not supported to answer. A good example might be the issue satirised
in the title of L. C. Knights’ article ‘How many children had Lady Macbeth?’
(1933). The title refers to the scholarly controversy prompted by the fact that
while Macbeth and his wife apparently have no offspring, there arereferences to
a child, particularly in Lady Macbeth’s startling image designed to strengthen
her husband’s resolve to kill King Duncan:

I have given suck, and know
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me:
I would, while it was smiling in my face,
Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums
And dashed the brains out, had I so sworn
As you have done to this. (1.7.54-9)

So Lady Macbeth has ‘given suck’ and yet Macbeth sees he has achieved a ‘barren
sceptre’ since he has no heir. One of the most influential character critics of
Shakespeare, A. C. Bradley, devoted a section at the end of his Shakespearean
Tragedy (first published in 1904) to this problem, along with other questions
including ‘Does Lady Macbeth really faint?” and ‘When was the murder of
Duncan first plotted?” The form of the questions suggests that there are absolute
and knowable answers if only we can interrogate the play skilfully enough to
make it confess them. The play is withholding information which we need to
uncover. (The terminologyis appropriate: the connotations of the interrogation
cell are disturbingly present in this interpretative model.) This again puts the
onus on us as readers, performers, or viewers to do that work the play does not
do for us — mentally to supply the unwritten scenes in which the answers to
our questions are provided — but it may be that it is the questions themselves
which are unnecessary.
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Because Knights’” approach, in contrast with that of Bradley, is to see Macbeth
not as a drama of real, autonomous protagonists but rather as a linguistically
and thematically integrated poetic whole, he sees this image as part of a cluster
of references to unnaturalness with which the play is structured. Unnaturalness
is the keynote of the play’s sustained inscription of how bad it is to murder a
lawful king, the crime that haunts Macbeth’s illegitimate rule in Scotland, and
thus it is not associated with, or derived from, particular individuals in the
play. It is the play’s own timbre, a tone suffusing all of its language. There-
fore Lady Macbeth’s image is not about a ‘real’ child: it demands attention not
alongside the family situation of the Macbeths but alongside imagery voiced
by other characters, such as that of the Old Man (the absence of any sem-
blance of individual characterisation in his name is indicative in this context):
‘On Tuesday last, / A falcon tow’ring in her pride of place / Was by a mous-
ing owl hawked at and killed’ (2.4.11-13). For Knights, therefore, the search
for the ‘truth’ of this image, the attempt to reconcile the Macbeth’s childless-
ness with this perverted image of maternity, is an unnecessary one resulting
from a misrecognition of a poetic pattern as lines requiring psychological and
realistic explanation (we return to this kind of interpretation in chapter 4,
‘Language’).

Embodying Shakespeare’s characters on stage

It’s a significant part of Knights’ argument that he calls the drama of Macbeth a
‘poem’. If we step back from character as a way of interpreting Shakespeare, we
are left with a sequence of lines, images, words susceptible to the same kinds
of analytical interpretation we might want to perform on the poetry of, say,
Wordsworth or Dickinson. For those whose concern is with the play as theatre,
however, dismissing the denigrated question about Lady Macbeth’s children
is not really sustainable. Poems don’t tend to come over very well on stage;
people do. In order to understand the character, in order to make sense of his
or her lines and give them authority in the theatre, the performer often has to
imagine motivations and events not explicitly present in the text. In her account
of her preparation and performance of the role of Lady Macbeth opposite
Antony Sher, directed by Gregory Doran for the Royal Shakespeare Company
in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1999, Harriet Walter discusses this missing child,
appearing in the text only as a kind of metaphor, in surprisingly material
terms: ‘it could have been a boy who died. This seemed to us the most likely
and contained the richest theatrical juice . . . to create the highest stakes possible
for the couple in this short but pivotal scene [1.7], we decided that the couple



8 The Cambridge Introduction to Shakespeare

had not spoken of the child since its death and that, for whatever reason, they
could not have any more.’

This tells us as much about dominant modes of classical acting in the UK,
perhaps, asit does about Shakespeare. The idea of the Macbeths as bereaved par-
ents, however, does chime interestingly with the specificity of Macbeth’s most
brutal order, for the massacre of Macduff’s family — ‘give to th’edge o’th’sword /
His wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls / That trace him in his line’
(4.1.150-2) — and with the repeated imagery of children throughout the play.
The attempt to find a psychological rationale for characters’ behaviour, often
through constructing a back-story or history for them which is barely legible in
the play itself, is a standard technique when actors work to bring Shakespeare
to life on the stage. It develops Bradley’s style of questioning into something
less absolute and more provisional: as chapter 2 on ‘Performance’ discusses
in more detail, we can answer ‘Does Lady Macbeth really faint?’ in relation to
particular productions, even while we can’t do it in relation to the text of the
play itself.

Doubling on the early modern stage

Harriet Walter’s account of her interpretation of Lady Macbeth reveals how
modern theatrical practices shape our encounter with Shakespeare’s charac-
ters on stage. There are a number of rather different protocols operative in
the Elizabethan theatre, however, which have an intriguingly different impact
on notions of character. Two particular features of early modern theatre prac-
tice seem relevant here: the habitual practice of doubling, and the fact that
Shakespeare wrote for particular actors.

As a commercial playwright with a clear sense of the medium for which
he wrote, Shakespeare constructed his plays with an abiding consciousness of
business discipline. Plays needed to be performable by a company of approxi-
mately fourteen actors who between them would take up to forty roles. To give
some specific examples, Antony and Cleopatra lists thirty-seven named speak-
ing parts and in addition calls for supernumeraries such as servants, soldiers
and messengers; I Henry VI has thirty-five named speaking parts; Cymbeline
has thirty-three named speaking parts; The Merchant of Venice has nineteen;
even The Tempest, set on what is misleadingly labelled an ‘uninhabited island’,
has eighteen. This disparity between the number of actors and the number of
roles was bridged by the customary practice of doubling, in which actors took
on more than one role in each play.
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Doubling may have been initially a logistical convenience, enabling plays with
ambitiously large casts to be staged within reasonable financial constraints,
perhaps with extras drafted in for supernumerary parts. Some of the stage
directions in the early texts seem deliberately permissive in this regard, and
give us a glimpse into the contingent practices of the early modern theatre:
Titus Andronicus, for example, has a stage direction in Act 1 which lists the
entrance of all the play’s principals and then adds ‘and others as many as can
be’. But rather than considering doubling merely as a practical necessity, there
are some suggestive ways in which to see it as integral to the structure of the
plays and as offering significant inflection of our understanding of dramatic
character.

As soon as we have one actor playing more than one role, something of the
autonomy of individual, unique character is broached. A relationship — visu-
ally, at least, but perhaps also thematically or even psychically — between the
characters played by the same actor is implied. Sometimes this is a feature of
apparently minor characters. Thusin Henry V, the play depicting the scapegrace
Prince Henry’s reformation on his accession to the throne, we begin to see that
Henry repeatedly encounters groups of three potential antagonists: the three
traitors who have allied with the enemy France; the three disreputable foot-
soldiers who are remnants of his riotous youth with Falstaff; the three named
English soldiers he meets while in disguise the night before the decisive bat-
tle of Agincourt. Doubling may well mean that these trios were all played by
the same group of actors — perhaps they also played the French noblemen —
and that thus they offer a cumulative, almost choric, locus of resistance to
Henry’s idealisation. Taken in isolation the roles are minor; cohering around
the reiterated physical presence of the same actors, they look more significant:
to be sure, Henry keeps besting these trios, dispatching the conspirators with
considerable theatrical élan, marginalising the soldiers’ concerns, knocking the
proud French into a cocked hat, but what is significant is that the play keeps
reviving them to provide another, differently costumed but structurally similar
challenge.

A more famous example is that of Cordelia and the Fool in King Lear. The two
characters never appear on stage in the same scene (an obvious prerequisite for
doubling), and the idea that the same actor played both parts may help us with
the unremarked disappearance of the Fool in Act 3. Perhaps this conundrum
needs to be resolved practically, rather than thematically: he has to disappear
not because Lear has now become his own Fool, or because his role as Lear’s
conscience is completed as Lear enters his final madness, or because he has
been captured by the forces of Gonerill and Regan, or some other such realist or
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psychological explanation, but rather because he has to change into Cordelia’s
costume for her return to the play in Act 4. Lear’s apparent association of the
two characters when he notes on the death of Cordelia that ‘my poor fool
is hanged’ (5.3.279) adds to the parallels between them. We don’t need to
complicate this connection by literalising it and hypothesising that Cordelia
has actually disguised herself as the Fool in order to remain close to her father,
as has sometimes been suggested in modern productions. Instead, we can use
the interconnectedness of the two truth-telling roles to explore structures of
correspondence in the plot, as Cordelia’s scenes with Lear are visually and
emotionally echoed and pre-empted by those of the same actor in his role as
the Fool.

In this case doubling works to refract a single role across two ‘characters’.
This isn’t to deny Shakespeare’s interest in psychology, but rather to disrupt a
one-to-one association between dramatic character and individual personality.
And there are any number of roles in Shakespeare which, once we recognise
that they would have to be doubled, activate a kind of ripple-effect across the
surface of their play. Take the ghost of Old Hamlet, for example, who appears
in only four scenes of the play, and is therefore apt to be recast elsewhere.
It is interesting to consider the different effects of doubling the ghost with
the character of Fortinbras who strides onto the stage to assume the throne
at the end of the play, or with the Gravedigger, who, as he prepares Ophe-
lia’s burial place, may also share with the ghost the trapdoor region below
the stage, or with Laertes, or with Claudius, or with the Player King. Or we
might consider the parallel human and fairy worlds of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, a play which moves from the Athenian court of Theseus and Hip-
polyta to the magical woodland world presided over by the warring Oberon
and Titania. The human and fairy sovereigns never appear on stage together,
and thus it’s quite likely they would have been played by the same actors — Peter
Brook’s famous production in Stratford for the Royal Shakespeare Company
in 1970 is a prominent modern example of this practice. Similarly, it’s likely
that the play’s ‘rude mechanicals’ (working men of Athens) and the fairies
would have been doubled, which may challenge our assumption that these
two categories would be physically dissimilar. Doubling gives us a way of con-
ceptualising the relationship between the real and dream worlds, as if Oberon
and Titania represent the dream versions of Theseus and Hippolyta engaged
in the risky personal and sexual freedoms the wood seems to symbolise in the
play. The ‘dream’ of the title thus becomes a more obviously Freudian one, in
which repressed or sublimated sexuality expresses itself in dangerously surreal
ways.
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Writing for particular actors

If Shakespeare wrote for doubled casting, he also wrote with particular actors
in mind. Chapter 3, “Texts), discusses in detail the early printed versions of
Shakespeare’s plays and what insight they can give us into their performance
and construction. Here, I want merely to touch on an example from Much Ado
About Nothing which places against the expectations of character plausibility
the exigencies of performance. Unlike many of his contemporary playwrights,
Shakespeare’s association with a particular acting company — the Lord Cham-
berlain’s Men, later becoming the King’s Men — meant that he wrote plays for
specific actors rather than scripts for sale to the highest bidder. Thus Richard
Burbage played the dominant tragic roles, and was so associated with them
that an elegy on his death suggested the parts had died with him: ‘No more
young Hamlet, old Hieronimo [the tragic protagonist of Thomas Kyd’s popular
revenge tragedy The Spanish Tragedy], / Kind Lear, the grieved Moor [Othello],
and more beside / That lived in him, have now for ever died.” Playing the
dangerously, psychotically attractive Richard III, Burbage was, according to a
contemporary joke recorded by the diarist John Manningham, encouraged to
visit a female playgoer who had fallen for him in his stage persona: I'll quote
the story, since it’s one of the only contemporary allusions to a flesh-and-blood
Shakespeare.

Upon a time when Burbage played Richard the Third, there was a citizen
grew so far in liking with him, that before she went from the play she
appointed him to come that night unto her by the name of Richard the
Third. Shakespeare, overhearing their conclusion, went before, was
entertained, and at his game ’ere Burbage came. Then message being
brought that Richard the Third. was at the door, Shakespeare caused

return to be made that William the Conqueror was before Richard the
Third.

Shakespeare’s comic roles up to 1599 were written for Will Kemp, a clown
with a talent for improvisation. The early texts of Much Adoregister his intimate
relation to the character of the comic constable Dogberry, such thatin a number
of instances the speech prefix for Dogberry is, in fact, ‘Kemp’. The sense that
Kemp is playing himself, or at least that he is playing his stock role, is therefore
preserved in the very fabric of the play as it’s come down to us. Kemp’s departure
from the Lord Chamberlain’s Men after some kind of disagreement in 1599 may
explain why another of his famous comic creations, Falstaff, did not reappear
in Henry V(1599) as had been promised in the Epilogue to 2 Henry IV. Having
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been so profoundly associated with one actor — just like Burbage’s starring
tragic roles — Falstaff could not be rewritten to be performed by someone else.
Rather, therefore, than being a role serially inhabitable by different actors, a
character who can be mobilised in different bodies, Falstaff becomes a version,
an avatar, of Kemp.

Falstaff: character as individual or type?

Falstaff’s own extraordinary popularity at the end of the sixteenth century
may give us some insight into what the Elizabethans enjoyed about dramatic
character. This irrepressible fat knight, with his preference for drinking sack
and for lying down pretending to be dead on the battlefield, first appeared in
I Henry IV, where he is the tavern companion of the young heir to the throne,
Prince Henry. His popularity seems to have spawned a second episode, 2 Henry
IV, and he also appears uprooted from the Eastcheap underworld of the history
plays in a comedy, The Merry Wives of Windsor. He is a character who is literally
larger than life, and larger than the plays in which he refuses to be confined. As
Shakespeare’s own invention — with no real equivalent in his historical source
material — Falstaff has been investigated as a kind of vestigial Vice figure —
who in medieval drama tried to lure audience and characters into wickedness —
as a version of the miles gloriosus type of braggart solider, as the Lord of Misrule
in early modern festivities, or as a personification of England and an image of
greenworld fertility. None of these attempts to account for Falstaff suggest that
heisan individual of consummate humanity: rather they offer different ways in
which he is a literary or cultural type, as do those readings of 1 Henry IV which
see him as a substitute father-figure or foil to the young prince. Paradoxically,
therefore, Falstaff’s vitality seems to be exactly because he is not a believable
human being, but because he is both more and less than that. He is both
stereotype —a locus of a range of influences and archetypes — and individual —
a character with a proper name which has become adjectival as a byword for
fat, raffish joviality.

Naming and individuality

One of the ways in which character is fixed for us is via that use of a proper name.
The experience of a proper name is very different when reading a play — and
sometimes, as we’ll see, editorial interventions sharpen this difference — from
seeing it performed. For example, the second scene of Twelfth Night introduces
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us to a young woman who has been shipwrecked on the shores of Illyria. She is
making plans for what to do next now that her brother is apparently drowned,
and hears from her companion the sea captain something about two notable
local residents, the grieving Lady Olivia and Count Orsino. If we read this
scene rather than seeing it performed, we are immediately introduced in the
stage directions and prefixes to the woman as ‘Viola’ What’s more, she remains
‘Viola’ in the apparatus of the text even as she dresses as a man and takes on the
identity of the page Cesario. This is more than just a convenience for readers:
giving Viola a consistent name that she does not share with any other character
in Shakespeare is like giving her a consistent, unique and knowable personality
to which we as readers have privileged access and one which is unaffected by
such provisional matters as a change of clothing. Viewing the play is quite a
different experience, however. Since Viola’s name is never mentioned in the
spoken text of the play until, in the very last scene, she is reunited with her
lost brother Sebastian — the only figure in the playworld who can name her —
she is literally unknown and as mysterious to us as she is to the Illyrians she
moves among. When she enacts the role of Cesario, we have no firm sense of
the known and consistent femaleness which underlies her disguise; at the first
performances when, as usual, female parts would be played by males, this must
have been even more unsettling than it is when staged now.

Here, the apparatus of the printed play seems to consolidate individual char-
acter identity in the case of Viola. But there are examples of early printed texts
denying specific individual identity to particular characters. In Hamlet, for
instance, Hamlet’s uncle Claudius is never called by his personal name by any-
one in the play. Speech prefixes and stage directions are univocal in apparently
endorsing his claim to the throne, calling him ‘King’: one stage direction alone
gives him the additional name ‘Claudius’. Modern editors have almost uni-
formly preferred to humanise him under the forename ‘Claudius’ than to leave
him named for his hierarchical role as in the early texts. What difference does
this make to our expectations of his character? Editors do something compa-
rable with the character we tend to know as Edmund, the Duke of Glouces-
ter’s malevolent illegitimate son in King Lear, who plots against his legitimate
brother Edgar. Edmund is called, without ceremony, ‘Bastard), in the early texts
of the play, as if his personal identity is less significant than the stereotype of the
illegitimate malcontent. Perhaps we raise expectations of realistic psychology
by naming him ‘Edmund’ rather than the descriptive label ‘Bastard’, and then
our character criticism struggles to meet expectations which we have in fact
superimposed on the play. (There’s more on the way editing pre-interprets
plays for us in chapter 3, ‘Texts’.) Further, we describe the play as King Lear,
so that it corresponds to that individualist tragic aesthetic already discussed.
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Looking at the earliest printed version of the play published in 1608, we can
see that it bears the fuller title of “True Chronicle History of the Life and Death
of King Lear and his Three Daughters’: the mention of the king and his three
daughters not only means that Lear has to share top-billing, but also allies the
play to the genre of fairy story. Once we see the resemblances between King
Lear’s story of two wicked sisters and a young faithful one, and a familiar folk-
tale such as ‘Cinderella, we might feel that expecting its protagonists to draw
out great psychological reserves is irrelevant to the form of the narrative, and
that, for example, any attempt to distinguish deeply between the personalities
of Gonerill and Regan is a futile one. (There’s more on the sources for King
Lear in chapter 6.)

One of the difficulties of these suggestions for modern readers and spectators
of Shakespeare is that they cut across our categories of aesthetic appreciation. To
call characterisation ‘two-dimensional’ seems a term of abuse, an attribution of
dramatic failure, rather than a recognition that some characters are necessarily
and enjoyably stock types or plot devices rather than rounded individuals.
Sometimes they even know they are: have a look at Keanu Reeves playing Don
John, another plotting ‘bastard’, in Kenneth Branagh’s film version of Much Ado
About Nothing (1993) for an example of this. When reviewers criticised Reeves
for wooden acting, they seemed to ignore the fact that this is a wooden role:
part of the way the play insulates us against the potentially destructive energy
of Don John’s menace, and thus preserves itself as a comedy, is to make this
self-confessed ‘plain-dealing villain’ (1.3.24) so deliciously transparent. One
popular early seventeenth-century genre, rather analogous to modern sketch
show comedy, was that of ‘characters™ pen-portraits of recognisable ‘types’
such as ‘a Jesuit), ‘a French cook’, ‘an ordinary Widow’, or even, strikingly,
‘an excellent Actor’ The idea of the stereotype was not clearly associated with
aesthetic failure as we might now think — this is related to the discussion of
originality in chapter 6 on ‘Sources’— and it is a measure of our own critical
preoccupations that those plays where empathetic identification with a central
character seems most difficult — Timon of Athens, for example, or Coriolanus—
have tended to be sidelined in criticism and in the theatre.

Characters as individuals or as inter-relationships

If we look down a title list of Shakespeare’s plays, one ready distinction between
the ways tragedies and comedies are entitled presents itself. Tragedies are
eponymous, that is, they are named for a single — or occasionally, a double —
protagonist: Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar, Othello. Comedies, by contrast,
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tend to the proverbial, or to evoke a mood rather than reference a person: As
You Like It, Much Ado About Nothing, The Winter’s Tale. This apparently banal
difference can tell us something about the different importance of character
in the two genres. In tragedies, the central protagonist tends to move towards
increasing isolation through the course of the play. Thus Macbeth, initially one
of King Duncan’s favoured thanes, surrounded by allies and compatriots and
hand-in-glove with a wife he calls ‘my dearest partner of greatness’ (1.5.9-10),
recognises in the dying moments of his play that ‘that which should accompany
old age, / As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends, / I must not look to
have’ (5.3.25-8): the word ‘troops’ implicitly substitutes for the forfeited loving
companions the hostile forces, captained by Duncan’s son Malcolm, advancing
on Dunsinane castle as he speaks. Macbeth speaks these lines alone on stage —
in a soliloquy — and soliloquy, the habit of articulating thoughts to the audience
and achieving most authentic self knowledge and realisation when alone, is a
trait of tragedy rather than comedy and one which, like the title, represents the
protagonist’s own isolation. By contrast, soliloquies tend not to be used much
in comedy. Instead the protagonists reveal themselves and achieve their identi-
ties through dialogue and interaction. Comedies tend to be social rather than
individualistic in emphasis, and their characteristic movement towards mar-
riage suggests both that people need to be accompanied rather than isolated in
order for the social world to perpetuate itself, and that to achieve these matches
they need to talk to each other rather than, as in soliloquy, to us. (Chapter 5,
on ‘Structure), discusses generic distinctions, and blurring, in more detail.)

This may suggest that characters in tragedy are autonomous, whereas those
in comedy are interreliant. But there are many aspects of Shakespeare’s char-
acterisation which challenge this. If we take Hamlet, for example, the play on
which most theories of Shakespearean characterisation have been premised, we
can see different modes of characterisation in simultaneous operation. Hamlet,
for example, may think himself uniquely individual. Certainly, the family and
friends with whom he is initially surrounded are insistently rejected in favour
of solitude: as he contemptuously tells his old college friends Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, ‘you would play upon me [. . .] you would pluck out the heart of
my mystery [...] you cannot play upon me’ (3.2.330-1), and they, like Ophelia
and Laertes, are marginalised by Hamlet’s resolutely centrifugal individualism.
Even Horatio, greeted as ‘my good friend’ in 1.2.162 and thus, as well as a
potential ally in the court, a threat to the tragic isolation to which Hamlet is
fated and perhaps aspires — cannot reach him.

But at the same time, the play is carefully structured to echo Hamlet’s situ-
ation as a son avenging a father, and in this structure it contests this view of
Hamlet’s uniqueness. Perhaps we could say it contests Hamlet’s own solipsism.
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Laertes and Fortinbras are both sons of dead fathers, both seeking to revenge
slights or losses suffered by the earlier generation. Like Hamlet, Fortinbras is
saddled with the name of his illustrious father, and seeks to recapture the ter-
ritory lost to Denmark in a previous battle. Like Hamlet, Laertes suffers the
violent death of his father and seeks to redress this injury. It seems unlikely that
we will interpret this concatenation of avenging sons realistically; rather, the
two secondary protagonists act as foils or contrasts or amplifications of Hamlet
himself. Thus we might say that the dominance of Hamlet in Hamlet is aided
by the fact that Laertes and Fortinbras also represent aspects of Hamlet’s own
dilemma, alternative responses to the experience of early manhood and the
loss of a parent. Celestino Coronada’s radical 1976 film of the play, which casts
twins Antony and David Meyer as two sides of Hamlet’s personality and also as
Laertes, suggests this very economically: in the final fatal duel between Hamlet
and Laertes, we see simultaneously that the mortal struggle is and always has
been within Hamlet himself. We might develop this insight to suggest that other
characters, too, might be read as aspects of Hamlet’s own refracted personality.
So Ophelia’s madness and her apparent suicide become a representation or a
rehearsal of Hamlet’s own; the ghost’s shared name — in none of Shakespeare’s
sources for Hamlet do dead father and grieving son share a name — offers us
a way in which the melancholic Hamlet is already restively dead at the start
of the play; even the Players already know a play remarkably close to Hamlet’s
own story, as if they, too, are in his head.

We might want to think of this as another kind of doubling, psychic rather
than actual, in which this time it is the characters, rather than the actors,
who are doubled up. This sense that maybe a number of the characters rep-
resent attributes of Hamlet, or echoes of him — or, put another way, that they
occupy overlapping psychic space — links Shakespeare’s plays suggestively with
the legacy of medieval theatre. Plays such as Mankind (c. 1470) or Everyman
(c. 1520) presented characters whose very names clearly indicated that they were
not complete and autonomous human beings. When, for example, ‘Everyman’
is abandoned by his fair-weather friends ‘Fellowship’ ‘Kindred’, and ‘Goods),
and only ‘Knowledge’ will accompany him on his final journey to death, we
know that these figures are personifications or externalised symbols of an inner
struggle rather than ‘real’ characters: the technical term for this is psychomachia,
literally, ‘conflict of the soul’ Conventionally it has been argued that Shake-
speare, with his fellow dramatists of the 1580s and 1590s, breaks free from
this representational schema. But it might be useful to see certain Shake-
spearean characters in a similar relationship, as representing complementary
traits, or as rendering an internal conflict legible by splitting it between different
protagonists.
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Let’s look at Othello and Iago, for instance. lago, the ensign who plots to
destroy his general for reasons the play, unlike Shakespeare’s sources, does
not make clear, has long been an enigma for character critics. Famously, S. T.
Coleridge writing in the nineteenth century, discussed their efforts as ‘the
motive-hunting of a motiveless malignity, and the sense that Iago’s wickedness
is essentially without motive has itself been used to psychologise him as a
psychopath. Even, that is to say, an observation which might seem to mark a
failure of psychological plausibility in the representation of Tago — we don’t
understand why he does what he does — is recast in realist terms. There is,
however, an alternative way to conceptualise him: less as a self-contained person
and more as a sort of inner voice, or a mechanism, an engine of the plot. In
prompting Othello to question his wife’s fidelity, Iago functions as the nagging
doubt that is part of Othello’s own precarious identity as a black man in a
white world. Just as later, Shakespeare will rewrite this story of an irrationally
jealous husband who needs no external Tago to trigger his rage (in the character
of Leontes in The Winter’s Tale), perhaps here he is showing us a version of
psychomachia, as Othello’s trust in Desdemona is battling with his doubts as
externalised and represented in Iago. Iago’s strange early line ‘were I the Moor,
I would not be Tago’ (1.1.58) registers the uncanny interplay between them.
Seeing Othello and Iago as part of a psychomachic presentation of dramatic
individuals, rather than as separately realised human beings, enables us to see
the way the play uses the technique of externalisation to anatomise an inner
emotional struggle.

Character: interior or exterior?

The relationship between Othello and Tago might help us to read the interaction
between characters as an externalised representation of an interior psychic
dynamic. This question of whether character is an essence, an inner quality, or
whether it is a performed or externalised property, is key to recent scholarly
debates. In Hamlet Shakespeare seems to offer us both a way of perceiving
character as the project of the interior, and as something registered externally.
At his first appearance, Hamlet stands out from the court by wearing black.
By setting 1.2. amid the confettied celebrations of the wedding of Gertrude
and Claudius, Kenneth Branagh’s film (1996) makes this particularly evident,
as Hamlet’s costume signals a reproachful contrast to all the visual festivity.
He is making a point. Everyone else may have forgotten his father’s death,
but not Hamlet. In case that point isn’t clear to everyone, Hamlet makes it
explicit. He admonishes the superficialities of Claudius’ debased court — as
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he sees it — by arguing that while his conventional mourning clothes of ‘inky
cloak’ and ‘customary suits of solemn black’ (1.2.77-8) could be usurped by
someone who is only playing at grief, in his case they are the correlative of
an inner and ultimately inexpressible state. His articulated ‘I have that within
which passes show’ (1.2.85) demonstrates, however, the frustrations of identity
in theatrical form: what is within must be externalised in order to be legible;
what is externalised necessarily loses something of the authenticity accorded
to the inner. Hamlet simultaneously casts suspicion on the validity of exterior
appearance while he draws out a continuum between it and the mysterious
human interior.

This conflict, between character as expressed internally and externally, is
further developed moments later in Hamlet’s first soliloquy. Soliloquies have
tended to be seen as moments of supreme self-revelation, when the self turns
outward in the dubious privacy of the empty stage. As such they are associ-
ated with psychological truth, even as they are clearly profoundly unrealistic:
soliloquy does not have an equivalent in the ‘real’ world. Film versions of the
tragedies — for example Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet of 1948 —have often favoured
the cinematic technique of voice-over as a way of translating soliloquies for the
screen: here, another non-realist convention — the actor’s voice heard over an
extreme closeup of his face or head, suggesting access to an inner dialogue —
substitutes for that of soliloquy itself. But in the context of the theatre there is
no possibility of being alone: even these private moments are observed by, and
perhaps therefore articulated for, an audience — something Hamlet, with his
particular consciousness of theatrical forms, might be expected to recognise.
Everyone else may have left the stage, but the theatre is full, expectant, and
Hamlet, in revealing the torment he can only allude to bitingly in public, does
not disappoint:

O that this too too solid flesh would melt,

Thaw and resolve itself into a dew,

Or that the Everlasting had not fixed

His canon ’gainst self-slaughter. O God, God,

How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world!

Fie on’t, ah, fie, ’tis an unweeded garden

That grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature
Possess it merely. (1.2.129-37)

Here in his first soliloquy his rhetoric is finely balanced between revelation and
concealment. The opening ‘O’ establishes the exclamatory mode of the speech,
and its use of rhetorical questions as it continues (‘Must I remember?’) and of
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repetition (‘month’, ‘father’) indicate that it is poetically highly wrought. But it
also bends with the progress of his thoughts: amid more developed and flowing
thoughts we can see the broken and abrupt sentences. One of the preparatory
exercises undertaken by classically trained Shakespeare actors includes reading
aspeech and moving on each punctuation mark to give a sense of the emotional
timbre of the speech: more movement tends to mean more emotional strain or
mental agitation, and the middle lines of this speech would be a good example
to pace out.

As the play continues, soliloquies come to define Hamlet and his unique
relationship with the audience. They mark privileged moments when we are
alone together: the first soliloquy breaks off at the entrance of Horatio, Rosen-
crantz and Guildenstern and Hamlet’s realisation ‘break my heart, for I must
hold my tongue’ (1.2.159). We can also, however, see that this moment of self-
articulation is marked with its own loss: even as he privately speaks himself
as an autonomous agent, Hamlet defines himself in relation to others. Most
obvious in this idea of identity produced through dialogue is the presence of
the audience. Identity isn’t self-contained: it needs to be witnessed. It’s like that
old philosophical chestnut which asks ‘if a tree falls in the forest and there is no
one to hear it fall, has it actually fallen?’: the eighteenth-century philosopher
George Berkeley argued that it hadn’t, and that might work as an analogy with
Hamlet. If we do not hear him, does he exist? Can the self exist without an
audience to witness it?

Perhaps, then, instead of phrasing our critical questions in the form of ‘what
is this character like?” or ‘why does he or she do what he does?, we should
step back and attend to the constructedness, the fictiveness, of the texts we
are reading. Asking ‘why is this character in the play?” or ‘what would happen
without him or her?” may be a better route to appreciating Shakespeare’s art of
characterisation.

Character: where next?

* Some of the challenges to traditional notions of character can be found
in Alan Sinfield’s Faultlines (Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992) and in Catherine
Belsey’s The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and Difference in Renaissance Drama
(Routledge, 1991). Katherine Maus’ Inwardness and Theater in the English
Renaissance (University of Chicago Press, 1995) offers a historicised rebuttal
of Sinfield et al; Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare: the Invention of the Human
(Fourth Estate, 1999) is a more combative, common-sensical defence of
character study. I cover some of the debates in more detail in the chapter on
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‘Character’ in Blackwell Guides to Criticism: Shakespeare’s Tragedies (Black-
well, 2004), and that volume also excerpts from pre-twentieth-century com-
mentators on Shakespeare, including Alexander Pope.

Other ‘functional’ or structural characters to be investigated might include
Feste in Twelfth Night or Jacques in As You Like It; the function of the tableau
of ‘a son that hath killed his father’ and ‘a Father that hath killed his son’
in 2.5 of 3 Henry VI; choric roles such as that of Enobarbus in Antony and
Cleopatra or the women in Richard IIT; characters whose names suggest they
are functions or personifications, such as Parolles (words) in All’s Well That
Ends Well or Seyton (probably pronounced Satan) in Macbeth or Eros (God
of love) in Antony and Cleopatra.

L. C. Knights’ article is reprinted in his Explorations (1946); Harriet Wal-
ter’s account of her interpretation of Lady Macbeth is published in Faber’s
Actors on Shakespeare series (2002) — there are other volumes by Vanessa
Redgrave on Cleopatra, Simon Callow on Falstaff, Emma Fielding on Viola,
James Earl Jones on Othello and Saskia Reeves on Beatrice. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press’s Players of Shakespeare series also collects actors” accounts of
particular roles; Jonathan Holmes’ book Merely Players? Actors’ Accounts of
Performing Shakespeare (Routledge, 2004), analyses this genre and what it
can offer Shakespeare studies. On children and the Macbeths, Janet Adel-
man’s Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s
Plays, ‘Hamlet’ to ‘The Tempest’ (Routledge, 1992), is a clever and subtle
argument.

Thinking more about doubling and its impact on characterisation could
take in The Winter’s Tale: how might the Bohemia scenes in Act 4 reprise
and transform the court of Leontes through doubling? How about the good
and bad Dukes in As You Like If? Or the twins in The Comedy of Errors? Or
Caliban and Ferdinand in The Tempest? Or the armies of York and Lancaster
in the Henry VIplays, or of Rome and Egypt in Antony and Cleopatra? In the
television production of Tivelfth Night directed by John Dexter (1969), Joan
Plowright played both Viola and Sebastian; in Celestino Coronada’s 1976
film of Hamlet Helen Mirren played Gertrude and Ophelia; at Stratford in
1969 Judi Dench played Hermione and Perdita in The Winter’s Tale: to what
purpose? Relatedly, John Barton’s decision to have actors Ian Richardson and
Richard Pascoe alternate as Richard and Bullingbrook in his 1973 Stratford
production of Richard II (pictures and discussion in the ‘Histories’ exhibi-
tion online at http://www.rsc.org.uk/picturesandexhibitions/jsp/index.jsp)
used the interplay between actor and character rather differently. Trevor R.
Griffiths’ Shakespeare in Production: A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996), discusses a number of productions which
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double Theseus/Oberon and Hippolyta/Titania (and sometimes Philis-
trate/Puck).

The anecdote about Shakespeare and Burbage’s sexual rivalry comes from
John Manningham’s diary, written in the first years of the seventeenth cen-
tury. This introduction doesn’t have much to say about Shakespeare’s biog-
raphy (see chapter 3, “Texts) for a brief comment on its often specious
attractions!), but if you are interested in following this up, Katherine
Duncan-Jones’ Ungentle Shakespeare: Scenes from his Life (Arden Shake-
speare, 2001) and Stephen Greenblatt’s Will in the World: How Shakespeare
became Shakespeare (Jonathan Cape, 2004) are recommended.

The fact that women’s roles were taken by male actors has been considered
in a range of criticism. Stephen Orgel’s Impersonations: The Performance
of Gender in Shakespeare’s England (Cambridge University Press, 1996),
and Jean Howard’s article ‘Crossdressing, the Theatre and Gender Struggle
in Early Modern England’ in Shakespeare Quarterly 39 (1988) are recom-
mended. There have been some attempts to reproduce this performance
style at the ‘rebuilt’ Globe on London’s Bankside (http://www.shakespeares-
globe.org), and more engagingly, in Cheek by Jowl’s all-male production
of As You Like It and productions of The Winter’s Tale and A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream, among others, by Edward Hall’s company Propeller
(http://www.propeller.org.uk).

On editing and the construction of certain sorts of expectations about char-
acter, see Random Cloud’s stimulating essay on ““The Very Names of the
Persons”: Editing and the Invention of Dramatick Character’ in David Scott
Kastan and Peter Stallybrass (eds.), Staging the Renaissance: Reinterpreta-
tions of Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama (Routledge, 1991): Cloud takes up
the different speech prefixes for the same character — Mother, Countess, Old
Countess, Lady, and Old Lady —in the Folio (see chapter 3 for more on this)
All's Well That Ends Well, arguing provocatively that ‘not only is it not philo-
sophically necessary to ascribe a primary or transcendent unity to the notion
of individual, isolated character that so obsesses modern history, but also
the text and Shakespeare’s nomenclutter [Cloud’s playful neologism] resists
such appropriation’. Margreta de Grazia and Peter Stallybrass’s “The Materi-
ality of the Shakespearean Text’ in Shakespeare Quarterly 44 (1993) picks up
some similar issues. An online version of Thomas Overbury’s Characters, a
selection of portraits, is at http://www.eudaemonist.com/biblion/overbury.
Theissue of tragic soliloquies and the kind of access they give us to characters
might be discussed in relation to Richard II’s speech ‘T have been studying
how I may compare / This prison where I live unto the world’ (5.5.1-2):
Richard’s firstand only soliloquy in the play is also the prelude to his death, as
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ifthe assertion and annihilation of selfare intimately linked. The same might
be said of Coriolanus, a tragic protagonist with fewer than forty lines of
soliloquy all in the last third of the play — among the smallest number in any
Shakespeare play — where the absence of articulated introspection is clearly
defined: Coriolanus’ character, like his very name, is public rather than
private. On the other hand, Claudius’ soliloquy in 3.3 of Hamlet may offer
a different perspective on the play’s events: could the king be an occluded
tragic hero in the manner of fellow regicide Macbeth? Other characters for
whom soliloquy seems to cut across other axes of sympathy include Measure
for Measure’s Angelo or Aaron in Titus Andronicus. And what does Tago’s
habit of soliloquising — particularly when contrasted with Othello’s relative
distance — do for his relation to the audience?

Thinking about how actors develop ideas of character through their physical
embodiment of Shakespeare’s language is a useful counter to more desk-
bound approaches. The classic text, full of exercises and tips, is Cicely Berry’s
The Actor and his Text (Virgin, 1993): other possibilities are John Barton,
Playing Shakespeare (Methuen, 1987) or Patsy Rodenburg’s Speaking Shake-
speare (Methuen, 2005).
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Measure for Measure: staging silence

At the end of Measure for Measure we have one of Shakespeare’s most enig-
matic silences. During the play, Isabella, a novice nun, has been attempting
to secure her brother Claudio’s release from jail on charges of fornication.
She has been accompanied by the Duke of Vienna, who has been disguised as
a friar, apparently in order to test the virtue of his deputy Angelo. The friar-
Duke manipulates all the characters so that the final act sees them acknowledge
their failings and gain a troubling sort of punishment/restitution in a series of
marriages. It’s a dark comedy in which the nagging doubts we may often experi-
ence at the multiple marriages typical of the genre are blown into a profoundly
unsettling conclusion.

At least, they may be. The ending of Measure for Measure gives us the option.
The Duke’s final piece of tidying up is to propose marriage to Isabella. There
has been no previous textual evidence to suggest that they might be a romantic
couple, other than the specious coincidence of their matching friar-and-nun
outfits, which, even by Shakespearean standards, is not much of a basis for
marriage:

23
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Dear Isabel.
I have a motion much imports your good,
Whereto, if you’ll a willing ear incline,
What’s mine is yours, and what is yours is mine.

(5.1.526-9)

Two lines later, the play is over. Isabella does not respond, either in words or
with an action indicated by the stage directions. Does she accept the duke, or
not?

Now as readers of the play we can recognise that she could do either — and
that in the text of the play on the page she does neither. Perhaps the value of the
moment, for readers, is that it could be interpreted either way. We often validate
Shakespeare with reference to the simultaneous interpretative possibilities in
his texts, and thus Isabella’s silence or aporia is precisely neither acceptance nor
rejection but the chance to do either. Performance is, I think, slightly different.
Few directors will leave this moment without any kind of interpretative gloss.
If the Duke turns to Isabella as he speaks, does she turn away? Does he hold
out his hand? Does she take it? Is her wordlessness glossed by an unmistakeable
action — perhaps throwing herself into his arms with a passionate embrace?
Turning on her heel and going back to the nunnery? Or does the play end with
indecision — will she or won’t she?

We could interpret Isabella’s silence as consent, or as disbelief, or as rejec-
tion, or as part of her decline which sees a feisty and argumentative woman
turn into a quiet and apparently exhausted one. All of these have sanction in
performance. Paola Dionisetti, who played Isabella at the Royal Shakespeare
Company in a production directed by Barry Kyle in 1978, tried to make sense
of the relationship between her character and that of the friar by making him
into a paternalistic figure of total and unquestioned authority. When Act 5
revealed him as the Duke making her beg for Angelo’s life before revealing that
Claudio, her brother, is not in fact dead, she felt utterly betrayed. In the end, she
did not take the Duke’s outstretched hand, but the veil of her nun’s habit had
fallen to the floor, and she could not, or would not, pick it up. The production
suggested that she could not go back to how she was, and that there was little
ultimate choice about marrying the Duke — but this was not a happy romantic
ending, rather an indication of how few choices there are for women in this play
which repeatedly sees them all — the prostitutes and bawds of Vienna, Mariana,
the jilted fiancée of Angelo, and Isabella herself — as sexual objects. During
Dionisetti’s performance of Isabella, the pale-coloured habit she was wearing
at the outset became increasingly muddied to symbolise the impossibility of
absolutes in a grubby and human world.
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Five years later in 1983 the RSC put the play on again, this time directed
by Adrian Noble, with Juliet Stevenson as Isabella. She interpreted the Duke’s
proposal as the final reinstatement of masculine power — the return of the status
quo along with the return of the Duke. ‘Men are organising things’, Stevenson
reflects in a book collection of women talking about Shakespearean roles called
Clamorous Voices, ‘So what should Isabella say or do? I used to take a long,
long, pause, in which I looked at everyone. Then I took the Duke’s hand.’
Again, Isabella’s silence is interpreted as reluctant consent: her options, always
seen in terms of constraint and compulsion have become so circumscribed that
she can only agree. The foregone all-female space of the convent, where she
initially begs for harsher restrictions, has been replaced by the male world of
the Duke’s judicial and marital authority.

At the end of the Cheek by Jowl touring production of the play directed by
Declan Donnellan in 1994, Isabella responded to the Duke’s proposal by slap-
ping his face, then kissing him, and then breaking away sharply and standing
in tears. A few moments earlier, Claudio, whose silence in this last scene is
another silence or aporia in the play-text, had pointedly rejected her by turn-
ing away from her as he embraced Juliet. Earlier than that, another silence,
that of Juliet, was explained by having her gagged and held back by a prison
warder, although she tried to break free to accuse Angelo. The Duke spoke
his final speech nervously as the stage darkened and Isabella wept helplessly.
One reviewer of Andrew Hilton’s production of 2001 at the Tobacco Fac-
tory in Bristol described its ending: ‘In the closing sequence, as Lucy Black’s
taut, concentrated Isabella is claimed by the Duke in marriage as by right,
she looks at him not with docile pleasure but bleakly, as if suddenly realising
she’s been betrayed; you can almost see the colour draining from her face’
(Susannah Clapp, Observer, 4 March 2001). The Complicité production (dir.
Simon McBurney, 2004) ended with the Duke’s louche gesture towards a large
double bed upstage in the final moments: the sexual threat to Isabella’s self-
appointed virginity which the play initially locates in the hypocritical Angelo
is thus terrifyingly transferred to the Duke in this final tableau (perhaps we
could see them as Jekyll and Hyde type doubles, as discussed in chapter 1,
‘Character’).

By contrast, Trevor Nunn directing the play in 1991 for the RSC, set it in the
turn-of-the-century Vienna of Freud — bringing out the play’s obsession with
sex, repression, coercion and punishment. Perhaps surprisingly, then, Nunn’s
production had an unashamedly happy ending, with Claudio and Angelo shak-
ing hands, Isabella accepting the Duke without hesitation, and all dancing off
stage — creating an almost entirely different play by leaving the audience with
a different image. A similar ending, with much smiling, embracing, and comic
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happiness, can be viewed on the widely available BBC film version, directed by
Desmond Davis (1979).

Because Isabella’s silence, and the interpretation directors place uponit, is the
final image of the play, it has a significant effect on the whole tenor of Measure
for Measure. It thus shapes wider critical debates about the play, particularly on
the question of its genre. There’s more discussion of the category of ‘problem
play’ often attached to Measure for Measure in chapter 5, but we can see that
these different stage interpretations work differently with the notion of what is
problematic—i.e. uncomic, uncomfortable, unresolved —about the play. Trevor
Nunn’s happy ending erases the category of the problem play: this is Measure
for Measure firmly back among the comedies; Declan Donnellan’s Isabella’s
ambivalent response to the Duke’s proposal works to accentuate, rather than
dissolve, those generic discomforts.

‘Going back to the text’: the challenge of performance

How might we assess the interest, the usefulness, the validity of these varying
stage interpretations of Measure for Measure? We would probably do it with
reference back to the text, and to the interestingly moralised vocabulary used
of staging or other adaptation: its ‘fidelity’ or ‘faithfulness’ to the text. But the
Measure for Measure example shows us the limits of this kind of interpreta-
tive authorisation. Since what the directors are dramatising is a textual silence
we cannot really go back to the text to delimit the meanings of that silence.
Approaching Shakespeare’s plays through performance, therefore, can signif-
icantly reformulate our notion of the ‘text’ to which we refer and defer. It’s a
sacred disciplinary cow of English studies that we support our interpretations
with reference to the text: close reading has survived all manner of theoretical
developments to remain the corner stone of almost all methodologies in the
study of literature. We are told to back up arguments with reference to the text,
to reread or go back to the primary text, as if this is where the answers to our
questions will always be found. But that these texts are plays — or, rather, that
the text of a play isn’t necessarily the same as its script, and we might want
to see the text of a play as its performance on the stage — challenge this foun-
dational assumption. Reading drama, reading Shakespeare, is different from
reading other types of writing, since drama’s first life is arguably not on the
page (there’s more on this in the next chapter, “Texts’).

When we ask a question of a play — is Hamlet really mad or feigning madness?
does Gertrude know anything about the murder of her first husband? is the
ghost really there? is Fortinbras going to be a good ruler? to take examples
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from Hamlet — it is therefore totally inadequate to counsel a return to the text
to find a definitive answer. The text, or as the next chapter discusses in more
detail, texts, of Hamlet doesn’t answer these questions; rather it produces them.
That’s what’s interesting about the play. But if we return to the text not on the
page but on the stage, we can begin to offer provisional answers: for example,
how do different productions deal with the central line, Gertrude’s answer to
Hamlet’s accusation at 3.4.28-30, ‘Almost as bad, good mother, / As kill a king
and marry with his brother’ when she asks ‘as kill a king?” (Or, as the first text
of the play prints it, ‘How! kill a king!’: the way editors choose to punctuate the
line, as the next chapter on ‘Texts’ explores, may prescribe certain meanings
and suppress other possibilities.) The line can be delivered with the sudden
terrible realisation of what has gone before, with the brazen implication ‘prove
it, or with genuine bewilderment, or any number of emotions.

The important point here is that a singular and authoritative answer does
not — cannot — reside in the text on the page, but that any one of a range of
answers can be mobilised in performance. The consequence is that the text
does not itself have stable or singular meaning: that concept is shifted over to the
theatre or the production. There are certain questions we can never conclusively
answer by poring over the words: we can only offer multiple and provisional
answers by taking up performance information. To put it another way, we need
to amplify our notion of a play-text to encompass not simply the words on the
page, but the range of their possible materialisation on different stages, real
and imaginary.

Performance interpretations: The Taming of the Shrew

Let’s try to develop this point — the shift of interpretive authority away from the
page to the stage — in relation to The Taming of the Shrew. Providing enough
of a synopsis of this early comedy to introduce the discussion immediately
brings out the central difficulty with which performance criticism is engaged:
even the apparently neutral procedure of summarising the action depends on a
pre-interpretation. So we could give an account of The Taming of the Shrew like
this: Kate, a shrewish and out-of-control woman at odds with her family and
with society at large, meets her match in the humorous and quirky Petruchio.
They are married; Kate leaves behind her inconsiderate ways and becomes a
loving wife. Or we could summarise it like this: Katherina, a feisty and inde-
pendent woman who does not seek a husband, is married off by her father to
a bounty-hunter Petruchio, who treats her cruelly and breaks her spirit. Or
like this: two oddballs meet: neither is looking for an orthodox relationship.
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Their passionate and tempestuous relationship turns out to be stronger than
the conventional romantic courtships of those around them. Or like this: mar-
ried to Petruchio, Katherina maintains her independence while mouthing the
platitudes of wifely obedience that her husband demands in front of their
friends. The most basic thing we might do with a Shakespeare play, therefore,
tell someone what it is about, is already fraught with interpretative difficulties.
However hard we look, the play on the page will not, I think, resolve these alter-
natives. But in performance, different directors have given us answers to these
questions.

As with Measure for Measure, let’s focus here on the play’s conclusion, on
Katherina’s last big speech — in fact, her longest speech in the whole play.
Petruchio has made a bet with his incredulous male friends that Katherina will
come at his command. Her arrival, right on cue, is made the more extraordi-
nary by the contrast with the response of her previously docile sister, Bianca,
the honey-pot around whom several suitors have been buzzing. Bianca is
also newly married, but she sends a message to her husband saying that if
he has something to say to her he can come and tell her himself. Not only
does Katherina come when she is summoned, she delivers herself of a lengthy
speech on the obligations of wives to husbands (and, to a lesser extent, vice
versa):

A woman moved is like a fountain troubled,
Muddy, ill-seeming, thick, bereft of beauty,

And while it is so, none so dry or thirsty

Will deign to sip, or touch one drop of it.

Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper,

Thy head, thy sovereign, one that cares for thee [. . .]
Such duty as the subject owes the prince

Even such a woman oweth to her husband.

And when she is froward, peevish, sullen, sour,
And not obedient to his honest will

What is she but a foul contending rebel

And graceless traitor to her loving lord?

I am ashamed that women are so simple

To offer war where they should kneel for peace,

Or seek for rule, supremacy and sway,

When they are bound to serve, love and obey. [. . .]
Then vail your stomachs, for it is no boot,

And place your hands below your husband’s foot.
In token of which duty, if he please,

My hand is ready, may it do him ease.

(5.2.142-79)
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There are only ten lines of the play left after Katherina has delivered this
spousal bombshell — so it’s crucial to the mood of the ending and to those
varying synopses of the movement of the whole play above. So how have
different productions delivered this speech?

A review of Michael Bogdanov’s 1978 production at Stratford had Katherina
‘spit out her lines with such indomitable scorn that Petruchio flinches and turns
away. A Canadian production from 1988 had the speech as a kind of ‘verbal
sexual foreplay’ — a promise of submission which was the willed masochism
of sexual experimentation rather than domestic drudgery, followed by Petru-
chio’s sexualised invitation ‘Come on and kiss me, Kate’ (5.2.180). Some pro-
ductions have suggested that Katherina knows there is money at stake — and
have had her enter the stage with Grumio whispering to her to fill her in on
the situation so that together she and her husband win the substantial bet he
has placed on her obedience. Franco Zeffirelli’s 1967 film version with Eliz-
abeth Taylor and Richard Burton (the well-publicised offscreen tumults of
this on-off couple add much to the film’s characterisation of Katherina and
Petruchio’s passionate encounters) suggests that Katherina’s speech is part of
an agreed modus operandi. These are among a range of readings which have
attempted to reclaim the play for modern audiences for whom the spectacle of
female submission is unpalatable. But there are other readings too. The ever-
provocative New York director Charles Marowitz had his Katherina come in
in a pale, surgical-type shift as from a psychiatric ward, mumbling her speech
as if sedated or lobotomised. A Turkish production had Katherina sink to the
ground at the end of the speech — she had cut her wrist and bled to death during
it.

Even if you don’t have the chance to see or read about different productions,
it is still necessary to ask of the text the same questions as would a director and
actors. This process is crucial to our recognition of the play’s own provisionality.
There are no stage directions in the early texts of The Taming of the Shrew to
indicate the blocking (the choreography of the actors on the stage): how might
the speech have different implications if Katherina were kneeling and Petruchio
standing, or vice versa, or if they shake hands in a pact between equals, or if
Katherina’s remarks are directed to the characters other than her husband, or
to the audience? When she says her ‘hand is ready’ to be placed under her
husband’s foot, does she demonstrate through gesture this self-abnegation, or
does it remain a rhetorical possibility? And what is everyone else on stage doing
during the forty-five lines of her speech? Are they uncomfortable, convinced,
shifty? Are the women behaving differently from the men? All of these questions
for performance interpret, and draw on existing interpretations of, the play and
shape our understanding of its thematic and emotional dynamic. We cannot
revert to the play-text to prove one of these alternatives ‘correct’ or ‘true’ and
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thereby discount the others; instead, choices in production bring out the range
of elements in a stage play in addition to, and in excess of, the words on the

page.

Topical performance: the plays in different
theatrical contexts

These varying interpretations of the relationship between Petruchio and Kathe-
rina are partly matters ofacademic or scholarly analysis, but theyalso abut wider
cultural notions about what is considered appropriate in relations between men
and women outside the theatre. Since Shakespeare has such a privileged sta-
tus in English-speaking cultures, particularly in the education system and in
the subsidised Royal Shakespeare Company in the UK, there are considerable
expectations that his works should conform to current ideas of social propriety.
If Shakespeare were merely a writer of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
we might expect his attitude to, say, the role of women within marriage, to be
different from our own. But because, culturally, we have invested in the idea
that Shakespeare is timeless (chapter 7, ‘History’ has more on this), we have
tended to want to see in Shakespeare the anticipation of our own attitudes:
productions of The Taming of the Shrew become, in this critical context, a mir-
ror of wider attitudes towards women’s roles in society. Or, to take another
example, Othello, a play in which a marriage between a black man and a white
woman ends in wife-murder, used to be seen as a warning against such ‘unnat-
ural’ interracial liaisons; it has been reinvented as a play generally seen to be
disinterestedly about, rather than partisanly enacting, the terrible and corrosive
effects of racism. We don’t want Shakespeare to look like an unreconstructed
sexist or racist, after all: that would really screw up our continued investment
in the literary canon.

The ways in which we shape the plays so that they catch up with us are fasci-
nating, and this can often be seen most clearly in thinking about performances
in historical context. If we take the case of Henry V, for example, we have a play
that seemed to be about a heroic English king spurring his compatriots through
a rhetoric of motivation into winning a miraculous, God-given victory against
the French. Not surprisingly, its stage history has been almost entirely associ-
ated with times of war or national crisis. In order to construct a Henry with
whom audiences could identify, the text of the play in performance has, until
recently, been very heavily cut, so that those elements that might compromise
the idealised portrait of Henry were stripped away. Thus the episcopal con-
spiracy with which Shakespeare begins the play, in which the bishops identify
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war with France as a tactic to divert the monarch from legislation potentially
damaging to the church, is omitted. A heroic stage Henry doesn’t threaten the
virgins of Harfleur with rape, nor to spit the town’s children on pikes (3.4.20—
30); he tends not to be implicated in the death of the popular rogue Falstaff, and
the decision to execute another of his former comrades, Bardolph, is also cut.
Heroic versions of his character usually avoid the clear textual evidence that he
orders the execution of the French prisoners before the outrage on the English
camp. We can see a version of this kind of idealised Henry, and the cuts that are
deemed necessary to protect his reputation, in Laurence Olivier’s famous epic
film of 1944, itself closely identified with contemporary warfare in its explicit
dedication ‘to the Commandos and Airborne Troops of Great Britain, the spirit
of whose ancestors it has been humbly attempted to recapture in some ensuing
scenes’.

Inevitably, perhaps, as attitudes to warfare and to an unexamined glorifi-
cation of military heroics shifted, so too did Henry V. Those elements of the
play — the savagery of Henry’s threats to Harfleur, the execution of the French
prisoners, the abandonment of Falstaff and Bardolph — which had previously
been omitted became among the most significant scenes in a new breed of anti-
war productions, stimulated by that most unheroic of conflicts, the Vietnam
war. Michael Kahn’s disturbing and radical production of Henry V at Strat-
ford, Connecticut, in 1969 against rising anti-war protests figured the whole
play as a sinister game, with Henry as its tyrannical captain. Terry Hands in a
stark 1970s production at the RSC presented the savage slaughter of Agincourt
as the violent underside of chivalric pageantry: literally, as a richly decorated
caparison was lowered to cover the stage in muddy folds for the battle scenes.
In 1984 Adrian Noble’s Agincourt saw troops sheltering from unremitting rain
under dirty tarpaulins as Bardolph was executed in front of them, recalling the
trenches of the First World War. Kenneth Branagh as Henry was capable of per-
sonal violence one reviewer dubbed ‘psychotic’. Some of this demythologising —
and the weather — finds its way into Branagh’s own film version of the play
(1989) which makes a great point of contrast with Olivier’s (see ‘Where next’
for some suggestions on this).

Perhaps the ultimate rereading of the play, and one available on video, was
Michael Bogdanov’s controversial touring production as part of the English
Shakespeare Company’s ‘Wars of the Roses” during the 1980s. One seasoned
reviewer described it as the only production he’d ever seen ‘where you wanted
the French to win’. Bogdanov’s uncompromising interpretation made for some
striking moments: after the Eastcheap crowd set out for France in Act 2,
the poignancy of their farewells was immediately undercut by their chant,
football-supporter style, of ‘here we go’, as Union flags, bunting, and a banner
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proclaiming ‘Fuck the Frogs’ was unfurled from the balcony. The Chorus walked
across the stage to the patriotic music of ‘Jerusalem’, holding a placard spelling
‘Gotcha’, the infamous headline from The Sun on the sinking of the Argentinian
warship the General Belgrano during the Falklands War. Henry’s campaign in
France was thus implicated in the unedifying contemporary discourses of Falk-
lands militarism, tabloid jingoism, soccer-hooligan racism, and ‘Last Night of
the Proms’ flag-waving. Turning Henry Vinto a satire on war and its apologists
may seem extreme, but it’s striking that Bodganov’s production preserved a
much fuller Shakespearean text (see chapter 5 on ‘Structure’ for further dis-
cussion of the ways the play both enacts and undercuts its idealisation of the
central character) than heroic versions such as Olivier’s.

Citing performances

Thinking about these different performance possibilities is not a decorative
or arty adjunct to standard reading practices. Rather it is crucial to mobilising
the range of meanings afforded by Shakespeare’s texts. Stage directions — these
are discussed in more detail in the next chapter on ‘“Texts’ — are often scanty
in early texts, and, even where they are present, they never indicate the way
in which a particular line should be delivered. Thinking about performance is
not, thatis to say, trying to recover the illusory ‘original’ performance, although
‘Where next’ suggests some avenues to pursue this fascinating question. Rather,
it is a task of imagining multiple possibilities. So reading consciously with a
sense of which characters are on stage and how their placement might affect the
dynamic between them, imagining what they might look like or the context in
which they might be presented, and how the parts might be cast can suggest
all kinds of hypothetical performances or performance options which do not
need a theatre and a company of actors to be realised. ‘Fantasy casting’ — who,
from the history of film, television and theatre, you would cast in a particular
role — can reveal a good deal about different perceptions of the same character.
It’s been suggested (by Camille Paglia in Sexual Personae, a provocative and
wideranging book not only on Shakespeare), that Tina Turner would make
a good Cleopatra; we might think about the different readings of Hamlet’s
character suggested by casting the political dissident Innokenti Smoktunovsky
(Grigori Kozintsev, 1964), the action hero Mel Gibson (Franco Zeffirelli, 1990),
or the melancholy slacker Ethan Hawke (Michael Almereyda, 2000); preferring
Christopher Lee over Ian McKellen, following the Lord of the Rings films, would
make a particular statement about the powers of the magician Prospero in The
Tempest. Does it make a difference whether Bertram and/or Helena in All’s
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Well That End’s Well is conventionally good-looking, or if Beatrice is taller
than Benedick in Much Ado About Nothing, or if King Lear looks frail? It’s
worth remembering, too, that characters who do not speak but are on stage
have very little presence on the page, but can be enormously significant in
performance. Just as Isabella’s silence discussed above becomes a space for a
range of meanings in production, so, for example, when Prospero forgives his
brother Antonio at the end of The Tempest, the latter’s failure to reply might
suggest abject repentance, defiance or bewilderment.

Performances, then, either hypothetical or real, are not merely a matter of
the delivery of particular lines. Blocking, casting, costuming, set, lighting, pace,
cuts to the script, interpolated characters or stage business, music — all these
performance elements shape the director’s interpretation of the play, and all
can be cited as evidence in an interpretative argument.

Using film

Perhaps the easiest way to access the meanings mobilised through Shake-
spearean performance is through film. Film has a democratic advantage over
theatre: it can be shared by a much wider public, and through video and DVD
technology it can be reviewed repeatedly to pinpoint its varying meanings.
Rather than reading about performance, therefore, film allows us to experi-
ence it directly. It is, however, often in discussions of film that the issues of
‘fidelity’ to the text emerge most pressingly. A review in the Washington Post of
Baz Luhrmann’s updated Romeo + Juliet (1996) speaks for a significant strand
in the reception of this film adaptation: ‘traditionalists are sure to despise the
psychedelic tunes and the flashy sets of this audacious adaptation’. For some
critics, film’s transformation of Shakespeare will always be debasing or ‘dumb-
ing down’.

It is clear that cinema has its own commercial and aesthetic priorities: all
films, for example, will cut Shakespeare’s dialogue, retaining on average 20—
30 per cent of the original lines. It also has its own syntax and generic codes, and
thus Shakespeare films have as many formal connections to adjacent films as
they do to the plays: the sequence in Joseph Mankiewicz’s Julius Caesar (1953)
as Mark Antony’s forces ambush those of Brutus in a canyon is straight out
of contemporary Westerns; the visual and thematic characterisation of Lady
Macbeth in Orson Welles’ Macbeth (1948) owes much to the femme fatale
of film noirs such as Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944) or Tay Garnett’s
The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946); Adrian Noble quotes archly from The
Wizard of Oz and other non-realist cinematic texts in his film of A Midsummer
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Night’s Dream (1995); Kenneth Branagh’s Love’s Labour’s Lost (2000) takes the
form of a 1930s Hollywood musical. It is by inhabiting the cultural referents
of cinema rather than the academic referents of the written play that Shake-
speare on film has succeeded aesthetically, particularly in the last decades of the
twentieth century. Thus the most obviously ‘faithful” adaptation — those of the
BBC Shakespeare series, for example — may fail cinematically precisely because
it is too reverent of the play, too unwilling to make the changes necessary to
make a successful film; by contrast, the Japanese director Akira Kurosawa’s
film version of Macbeth as Throne of Blood (1957) is widely judged to be the
‘best’ Shakespeare film, despite (because?) having none of Shakespeare’s lines
and transforming many aspects of plot, character and setting. Judging a film
adaptation by its closeness to Shakespeare’s play is to ignore the representa-
tional differences between the media of theatre and cinema and the historical
differences between then and now.

Jack Jorgens has usefully distinguished three modes of Shakespearean film,
the ‘theatrical’, which has the ‘look and feel of a performance worked out for
a static theatrical space and a live audience’ (for example filmed stage plays
such as John Gielgud directing Richard Burton as Hamlet in 1964, or the BBC
Shakespeare series); the ‘realist, in which the plays are presented in visual
settings, with an emphasis on ‘showing’ rather than telling (the Shakespeare
films of Branagh or Zeffirelli come into this category, and are often praised for
bringing a comprehensible Shakespeare to wider audiences); and the ‘filmic),
described as ‘the mode of the film poet, whose works bear the same relation to
the surfaces of reality that poems do to ordinary conversation” (Orson Welles
and Akira Kurosawa are the directors most often put into this category: we
might add a film like Julie Taymor’s Titus, 1999, which translates a sometimes
bewilderingly surreal play into a sometimes bewilderingly surreal film). Even
if Jorgens’ taxonomy is over-rigid and perhaps over-evaluative, it does offer a
framework through which we can view Shakespeare films not only in relation
to the play-texts but in relation to modes of visual representation. We need to
be able to assess what a Shakespeare film is trying to do before we can judge its
success.

Even in Jorgens® ‘theatrical’ and ‘realist’ modes, differences between film
and theatre make themselves felt in the directorial decisions made in a number
of films. Sometimes, for example, narrative film needs to explain things that
are left implicit or are unimportant in Shakespeare’s plays. It’s not necessary,
for example, to ask why Viola, on being shipwrecked in Illyria at the opening
of Twelfth Night, chooses to dress as a man and enter the service of the local
count Orsino: as we saw in the previous chapter on ‘Character’, the answer to
the question might be ‘because the play demands it. This kind of causation
by plot rather than by character is unwelcome in realist cinema, and thus
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Trevor Nunn’s film of the play (1996) reverses Shakespeare’s 1.1 (Orsino’s love-
sickness) and 1.2 (Viola’s arrival), introduces a preface of the twins presenting
gender impersonation as entertainment on the ship, an amniotic underwater
sequence as they are separated by the waves, and then interpolates a sonorous
speech explaining that the shipwreck victims have arrived on a hostile shore, in
which darkly uniformed horsemen and forbidding cliffs emphasise the danger
and prompt Viola’s subterfuge. Or, to take another example, Michael Radford’s
The Merchant of Venice (2004) begins with an extensive sequence in the Venetian
ghetto, placing the story within the context of systematic prejudice against the
Jewish community.

While causation or narrative may need to be differently configured to meet
the demands of film, the biggest change is the translation into the primarily
visual medium of the cinema from the primarily verbal medium of the Shake-
spearean theatre, in which everything — castles, night-time, forests, cities —
was conjured through words rather than materially. Russian director Grigori
Kozintsev, writing of his film of King Lear (1969) registers the challenge: ‘the
problem is not one of finding means to speak the verse in front of the camera,
in realistic circumstances ranging from long-shot to close-up. [This would be
Jorgens® ‘realist’ mode.] The aural has to be made visual. The poetic texture
has itself to be transformed into a visual poetry, into the dynamic organisation
of film imagery’. There are a number of ways we can see this kind of cinematic
transformation. For example, in Oliver Parker’s film of Othello (1995) we reg-
ister the paranoid sequences in which Desdemona and Cassio are seen in bed
together as projections of Othello’s diseased sexual jealousy to which the play
gives verbal rather than visual expression. Less literally, the use of chiaroscuro
lighting in Orson Welles’ film of the same play (1952) is a visual correlative to
the pervasive imagery of black and white in the play, just as the dizzying pan
in the opening sequence registers the captive lago’s point of view in a manner
analogous to the play’s insidious creation of a kind of sympathy with its villain.
Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood uses the visual imagery of the dense forest as an
equivalent for the central character’s inner confinement; similarly, the shad-
ows in Laurence Olivier’s Richard I11 (1955) symbolise in visual terms Richard’s
dark dominance, or Mankiewicz’s preference for close-ups and intimate shots
establishes the human scale of his Julius Caesar.

Using film comparatively: Macbeth

One advantage of studying Shakespeare’s major tragedies through films is that
there are often multiple versions to compare. Here I want to suggest how a
comparison of the openings of two different film versions of Macbeth can open
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up interesting interpretative questions about the play. The versions, both readily
available on DVD or video, are directed by Orson Welles (1948), and Roman
Polanski (1971).

Because the opening of a film works to establish its visual, emotional and
thematic palette — and because it is the only part of a film which, in view-
ing, is independent of any previous sequence — it can be useful to compare
these explicitly, and it can sharpen our sense of how Shakespeare chooses to
structure the opening of his plays to look at alternative modes of beginning.
The opening of Shakespeare’s play is, memorably, a short, atmospheric scene
with the witches agreeing to meet Macbeth ‘upon the heath’, and intoning as
they depart: ‘Fair is foul, and foul is fair, / Hover through the fog and filthy
air.” (1.1.12-13). The next scene introduces the King of Scotland who is being
briefed about the bravery of Macbeth and Banquo in the battle against the Nor-
wegians. Duncan hears that the Thane of Cawdor has defected to the enemy,
but is now captured. He orders that Cawdor be executed and his title given
to Macbeth. 1.3 reintroduces the witches, this time discussing their malicious
powers, and predicting the arrival of Macbeth. Macbeth and Banquo enter —
significantly, Macbeth is echoing the witches in his first line ‘So foul and fair a
day I have not seen’ (1.3.36). The witches greet him with three titles: Thane of
Glamis (Macbeth’s title inherited from his father), Thane of Cawdor, and future
King. They also predict for Banquo that ‘Thou shalt get [beget] kings, though
thou be none’ (1.3.65). They disappear, refusing to give further information.
Two messengers from the king arrive to bestow the King’s gift of the thanedom
of Cawdor; Macbeth recognises that one of the witches’ prophecies has come
true and immediately meditates on the third, telling himself ‘If chance will have
me king, why chance may crown me / Without my stir’ (1.3.142-3). In the next
scene Macbeth’s internal musings grow stronger as Duncan nominates his own
son his heir; in 1.5 Lady Macbeth makes her first appearance, reading a letter
from her husband.

Chapter 5 on ‘Structure’ discusses some examples of the ways in which the
internal architecture of Shakespeare’s plotting works to create meaning, pace
and tension. Here we can see that the juxtaposition of the witches’ scenes with
those of Scottish politics raises the vital question of their agency. In the first scene
they arrange that they will meet Macbeth: does this mean that they can foresee
the future (they know that they will meet him) or that they can shape it (they can
make him come and meet them)? In their second scene they tell Macbeth some-
thing we already know — the technique of dramatic irony: that he will become
Thane of Cawdor. Here it is clearer to us that they know something that has
already been ordered, rather than that they make it happen by proclaiming it,
but the effect on Macbeth is quite different: he hears an unexpected prophecy —
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‘the Thane of Cawdor lives / A prosperous gentleman’ (1.3.70-1) — which is
almost immediately fulfilled, raising the expectation that their further prophecy
will also come true. And if we look at the way in which Shakespeare builds up
the effect at the opening of the play, we might further notice that Lady Macbeth’s
entry into the power dynamic is delayed, and that her first lines are written for
her by her husband as she reads aloud his letter; he has already considered the
means by which he might become king, and interestingly, albeit figuratively,
one of his first words about the subject is ‘murder’ (1.3.138). Those readings
of the play which suggest that Macbeth would never have murdered Duncan
without Lady Macbeth’s promptings might look again at this sequencing.

What, then, do the two film versions of the play do with this opening
sequence? Neither keeps it entirely intact, nor should we expect them to. The
job of the director is to interpret and shape the text into a film, to translate
across media, rather than to try to recreate the stage play.

Welles begins with a shadowy image of three shapeless witches bent over a
cauldron placed on a crag in a swirling, surreal landscape. They speak — with
rather dodgy Scots accents, it must be said — the famous lines from 4.1, ‘Double,
double toil and trouble’ (4.1.10), and list some of the monstrous ingredients of
the potion over an extreme close-up of the bubbling contents of the cauldron.
Lines from 1.1. are patched into the scene, and as they speak ‘there to meet
with Macbeth’ (1.1.8), the witches’ hands complete their moulding of a clay
figurine of Macbeth from the contents of the cauldron. A climactic piece of
music introduces the credit sequence; the theme music has some suggestions
of a military pipe band. The next image is of Macbeth and Banquo galloping
through the same misty landscape, cutting to the witches’ ‘By the pricking
of my thumbs, / Something wicked this way comes’ (4.1.44-5). Shakespeare’s
1.2, the discussion of the battle, is thus entirely cut. The witches deliver their
prophecies and then are driven away by the arrival of the messengers, who bring
news of Macbeth’s elevation to the thanedom of Cawdor. The badge of office is
taken from the neck of their wretched prisoner and passed to Macbeth, whose
asides are delivered as voice-overs against a close-up of his troubled face. The
witches watch the party gallop away to the king. The scene changes: by firelight,
Macbeth dictates the letter to his wife, and he and Banquo discuss the witches’
prophecies. Macbeth’s dictation dissolves into her reading the letter, lying on
a bed with heaving bosom and looking out into the dark night as she urges the
spirits to ‘unsex me here’ (1.5.39).

As with any other text, there are a number of ways to interpret Welles’
direction here. One result of his cutting and rearranging seems to be that the
witches have more power. They make an image of Macbeth from their cauldron
as if he is their creature — thus amplifying the suggestion in Shakespeare’s 1.1.
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that they control him even before he appears on stage. The clay model of
Macbeth is used later in the film, including a striking cut away from Macbeth
to the figurine at the moment of his decapitation by Macduff, substituting the
slicing of the neck of the image for that of Macbeth himself. By omitting the
scene which explains the rational, political reason for Macbeth’s promotion —
he has been a brave and loyal warrior whereas the Thane of Cawdor has been a
traitor — news of his elevation comes as a surprise in Welles’ film. The audience
does not have prior knowledge as it does in Shakespeare’s play, and thus we
share with Macbeth a sense of the witches” power: they predict something and
immediately it happens. How does this affect our relation to Macbeth? It’s
akin to the issue of Banquo’s ghost at the banquet in 3.4: should the Banquo
actor enter, and thus the audience sees what Macbeth sees and is allied with his
tortured imagination, or should we be distanced from him by watching him
respond to an apparently empty chair?

If we compare this version of the opening scenes with that of Polanski we can
see some interesting differences of emphasis and visual effect. Polanski, too,
places the first witch scene as a kind of prologue, separated from the rest of the
film by the opening credit sequence. A pink dawn lightens on a damp beach: the
tide is out, and on the sand a group of three women dig silently in the wet sand,
performing a ritual burial of a noose and a dissevered arm holding a dagger.
They speak the lines of 1.1. The atmosphere is heavy and mysterious, but there
is none of Welles’ mist or shadows. As the credits run we hear the noise of
battle: horseback charges, the clash of swords, men shouting. The scene opens
to the aftermath of the battle on the same stretch of beach, as soldiers move
among the dead. One casualty stirs, only to be brutally clubbed into the sand.
The king arrives on horseback with a fanfare to hear the news of the battle,
laughing appreciatively at the description of Macbeth ‘unseam[ing] him from
the nave to th’chaps’ (1.2.22). Cawdor is brought in, bleeding, tied to a litter:
the king uses his sword point to take the chain of office from him and hands it
to his messengers for delivery to Macbeth. A moody close-up of Macbeth, in
front of the gallows being prepared for the prisoner, does not give us quite the
triumphant military hero previously discussed. He and Banquo are sheltering
from the rain when they hear the witches singing and seek them out: the
witches do not seem particularly interested in their presence and deliver their
prophecies in an unemotional way. There is a sense of time passing between this
encounter and the meeting with the king’s messengers: Macbeth and Banquo
ride away talking, Macbeth is seen musing in his tent.

The keynote of Polanski’s film — sometimes attributed to the violence in
the life of the director whose wife Sharon Tate was murdered by the Manson
gang in 1969 —is violence and blood. A. C. Bradley wrote that Macbeth ‘leaves a
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decided impression of colour . .. that colour is the colour of blood’, and in these
opening scenes the images are seeped in reds, from the dawn sky to the phial of
blood sprinkled on the witches’ burial, from the wounded face of the captain to
the sickening circle of blood which flowers on the back of the soldier clubbed to
death on the beach, from the bright blood on Cawdor’s naked shoulders to the
king’s pennants decorated in heraldic red. In this Polanski might be thought
to translate the predominant mood of Macbeth’s linguistic texture in Jorgens’
‘filmic’ mode — this is a play in which the word ‘blood’ and its cognates echo
over forty times — into the visual language of film. And what is interesting
about the film is that this violence is associated with the playworld even before
Macbeth’s act of regicide. Sometimes a sentimental view of the play prevails in
which the murder of Duncan is the aberrant act which sets a Scottish Eden at
odds; Polanski’s film shows a world which is built on the valorisation of male
violence, on which Duncan’s power, as well as Macbeth’s in turn, relies. In this,
it seems that the witches have rather less influence, even as they are presented
less explicitly supernaturally than in Welles’ version. By comparing the two
versions different possibilities are articulated: often it is the version furthest
from our initial imagining of the scene which has most to tell us about the
play’s interpretive range.

Hamlet: ‘'To be or not to be’

Even moments in the plays which seem so familiar as to be beyond different
interpretations can be revitalised through comparative study of performance.
Hamlet, the most filmed of Shakespeare’s plays, gives us a range of cinematic
interpretations to compare. Here I want to look at films by Laurence Olivier
(1948), Kenneth Branagh (1996), and Michael Almereyda (2000), to see what
performance might be able to add to one of the most discussed speeches in
Shakespeare’s works, the soliloquy which begins “To be or not to be’ in 3.1.
Olivier’s settings throughout his black and white film are the claustrophobic
interiors of Elsinore castle. He introduces the speech with a dramatic and hectic
ascending shot up a long spiral staircase to the castle’s battlements: Hamlet
leaves a distraught Ophelia crying at the foot of the stairs and the camera looks
down at the top of his head as he looks down to the sea crashing way below him.
The setting literalises the ‘sea of troubles’ metaphor (3.1.59) and also gives us
a visual correlative for the waves of emotion in Hamlet’s troubled mind. The
camera whirls as if inside his mind, blurring the external and internal images as
he speaks, deliberately and carefully. For much of the speech the camera settles
on a middle-shot showing him sitting on a rocky outcrop framed against the
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sky; he drops his (rather small) dagger impotently into the sea; he leaves by
walking away dejectedly down some misty steps and into a dissolve to the next
scene.

Branagh’s film is shot in the lavish surroundings of a British stately home,
Blenheim Palace, and this scene takes place in the large, echoing hall of mirrors.
Branagh frames the soliloquy with Claudius and Polonius hiding themselves
behind a two-way mirrored door on Hamlet’s arrival: the prince walks into
an apparently empty room, tiled in tessellated black and white and lined with
mirrors. He delivers the speech looking at himself in the mirror, advancing
with a dagger on himself, and the camera pans as he steps slowly forward,
enhancing the increasing claustrophobia of the encounter. Branagh’s delivery
is urgent, a hoarse whisper; he threatens his own reflection with the dagger;
the camera jumps to Claudius flinching, unseen, behind that reflection, neatly
visualising the way in which Hamlet seems to turn against himself the violence
the Ghost commands him to expend on his uncle. Gradually the camera pans
to focus on the reflection, rather than on Hamlet himself. The speech is broken
by the entrance of Ophelia: Hamlet is gentle, and takes her regretfully in his
arms.

Almereyda’s version of Hamletis set in modern day New York. Hamlet begins
his soliloquy as a voiceover as he mooches disconsolately through the empty
Blockbuster video rental store, surrounded by action narratives. He begins to
speak aloud, looking at the video screens showing explosions and flames. His
tone is depressed and wearied.

We can ask a number of questions of Hamlet’s speech by looking at these
alternative interpretations. What is its mood? How does the speech relate to
what goes before and after it? How might its visual context affect the inter-
pretation of the words? How does it add to Hamlet’s characterisation? Olivier
seems to interpret it as a private, isolated discussion of suicide, in which the
crashing sea below both symbolises and literalises the pull of what Hamlet has
previously called ‘self-slaughter’ (1.2.132). Branagh imagines a divided Hamlet,
talking with himself and threatening himself, but with his uncle and Polonius
as onlookers (have alook at the film and see whether you think Hamlet suspects
their presence). For Almereyda, Hamlet’s mood is one of urban alienation: he is
in a public space, a rental store, but alone with his thoughts, and these thoughts
work to juxtapose the exciting and teleological plots of contemporary cinema
with the attenuated and detached process of his own narrative. We can see
that these different visualisations offer us the cinematic equivalent of critical
readings of the character, play, and moment, and that to compare them is to
participate in crucial debates about Hamlet and its meanings.
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For some viewers, setting Hamlet in late twentieth-century corporate America
was to go ‘too far’ This metaphor of distance —how far istoo far? —is worth con-
sidering further, and to do so, we could add a fourth category to Jorgens’ taxon-
omy of Shakespeare films: adaptation. This categoryI take to include films based
on Shakespearean plots, modernised versions which rewrite Shakespeare’s lan-
guage and/or settings, or which place a performance of a Shakespeare play at
the heart of their plot.

This might seem an unnecessary category to include. But because such free-
form adaptations happily shoot to pieces any residual critical investment in
the notion of “fidelity’ to the Shakespearean text, they can actually free up and
radicalise our understanding of their host plays. What can we learn say, about
The Taming of the Shrewfrom Ten Things I Hate About You (dir. Gil Junger, 1999),
a teen movie in which Kat Stratford, a rebarbatively clever young woman even
her school counsellor calls a ‘heinous bitch’, has no interest in boys and wants
only to graduate from Padua High School and leave her overprotective father
for Sarah Lawrence College? Her attractive younger sister Bianca is forbidden
to date until Kat is fixed up; Bianca’s would-be boyfriend Cameron arranges for
the mysterious oddball Patrick Verona to date Kat, and the couple eventually
fall for each other.

Well, we can see immediately from the names — ‘Stratford’, ‘Padua’, “Verona’ -
that there are a number of barely coded allusions to Shakespeare, even though
nothing in the film’s publicity highlighted its connection to the play. More
importantly, perhaps, we can develop the discussion of the gender politics
of Katherina’s last speech in The Taming of the Shrew, discussed above, as it
is redacted for a modern largely young female audience. The equivalent to
that final speech in Ten Things is Kat’s assignment to rework Sonnet 141 —
a clever miniature version of the film’s own relation to its source text — for her
English class. Her (woeful) poem — “Ten Things I Hate About You’ — registers
in the film as a public declaration of her changed emotions towards Patrick:
ending T hate it that you’re not around, and the fact that you didn’t call. But
mostly I hate the way I don’t hate you. Not even close, not even a little bit, not
even at all.” Perhaps this can help with the ambivalences around the emotional
timbre of Katherina’s speech; perhaps, too, the fact that Kat ends with love and
her academic ambitions intact — she can have it all — is the modern cinematic
correlative of those critical manoeuvres trying hard to see Shakespeare’s Kathe-
rina not as subjugated and broken but as whole and fulfilled. The adaptation —
a success on its own terms as a teen movie — self-consciously engages with the
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critical issues in Shakespeare’s play and, like all performances, enacts its own
interpretative priorities on Shakespeare’s text.

Performance: where next?

e The interviews with Paula Dionisetti and Juliet Stevenson are collected
in Clamorous Voices: Shakespeare’s Women Today edited by Carol Rutter
(The Women’s Press, 1988); a number of women actors discuss their
roles including Lady Macbeth, Isabella, Katherina, and Helena from
All’s Well That Ends Well. The Players of Shakespeare series currently
in six volumes from Cambridge University Press has readable, infor-
mative essays by Royal Shakespeare Company actors describing partic-
ular roles and productions. Reviews of recent productions can most
easily be found by searching online versions of newspapers: in the UK
the Guardian (http://www.guardian.co.uk), The Independent (http://www.
independent.co.uk) and The Daily Telegraph (http://www.telegraph.co.uk)
do not currently charge for access to their internet archives. The
leading Shakespeare journals Shakespeare Survey (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press) and Shakespeare Quarterly (Folger Shakespeare Library)
both include measured and lucid reviews of major UK and US pro-
ductions. The Royal Shakespeare Company has online exhibitions of
production stills and review snippets from its archives, available at
http://www.rsc.org.uk/picturesandexhibitions/jsp/index.jsp

¢ The idea that ‘the text itself does not have intrinsic meaning: that concept
is shifted over to the theatre’ might be tested or explored in relation to
other interpretative cruxes (points of interpretative difficulty or debate) in
Shakespeare’s works. For example, consider the presentation of Cleopatra’s
character in Antony and Cleopatra, or Brutus’ decision to kill Caesar in Julius
Caesar, or the extent to which Shylock is motivated by sectarian hatred in The
Merchant of Venice, or the sincerity of Bullingbrook’s regret at the murder
of Richard II.

e My account of productions of The Taming of the Shrew derives heavily from
Shakespeare in Production: The Taming of the Shrew edited by Elizabeth
Schafer (Cambridge University Press, 2002). Other volumes in the same
series offer longitudinal stage histories of Othello (ed. Julie Hankey, 2nd
edn 2005), Henry V (ed. Emma Smith, 2002 — I’ve used this for the sec-
tion in this chapter on the play), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (ed. Trevor
Griffiths, 1996), Much Ado About Nothing (ed. John Cox, 1997), Antony and
Cleopatra (ed. Richard Madelaine, 1998), Hamlet (ed. Robert Hapgood,



Performance 43

1999), The Tempest (ed. Christine Dymkowski, 2000), As You Like It (ed.
Cynthia Marshall, 2004), Romeo and Juliet (ed. James Loehlin, 2002), The
Merchant of Venice (ed. Charles Edelman, 2002), Macbeth (ed. John Wilders,
2004), and Troilus and Cressida (ed. Frances Shirley, 2005). Manchester
University Press’s Shakespeare in Performance series is also recommended.

The representation of Katherina can be linked with approaches from
adjacent chapters. (Laurie E. Maguire discusses what’s at stake in calling
her Kate — as Petruchio does — Katherine — as she does — or Katherina —
as the stage directions (often) do and as Ann Thompson chooses for her
New Cambridge edition in her essay in Gloriana’s Face: Women, Public and
Private, in the English Renaissance, eds. S. P. Cerasano and Marion Wynne-
Davies (Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992).)

There’s a quarto text of a play printed without authorial attribution in
1594 called The Taming of A Shrew — scholars are divided about whether it
represents a version of Shakespeare’s play as it’s printed in the Folio, or is
a source for it — which makes for an interesting comparison with the play.
The earlier play ends with the completion of the Sly framing device we get
in the Induction to Shakespeare’s play, and thus closes with the hungover
and bewildered Sly:

Slie: Sim, gis some more wine, whats all the

Plaiers gon: am not I a Lord?

Tapster: A Lord with a murrin: come art thou drunken still?
Slie: Whose this? Tapster, oh Lord sirra, I have had

The bravest dreame to night, that ever thou

Hardest in all thy life.

Tapster: I marry but you had best get you home,

For your wife will course you for dreming here to night.
Slie: Will she? I know now how to tame a shrew,

I dreamt upon it all this night till now,

And thou hast wakt me out of the best dreame

That ever I had in my life, but Ile to my

Wife presently and tame her too

And if she anger me.

Tapster: Nay tarry Slie for Ile go home with thee,

And heare the rest that thou has dreamt to night.

(The Taming of A Shrew, 1594)

That Sly proposes to use the wife-taming instructions of the play in his own
home may corroborate the reading that Katherina is brought to heel by her
husband; or the fact that he’s a drunk and the whole plot is distanced as
a play-within-a-play may ironise that final speech discussed above. Either
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way, it’s worth comparing, as is A Shrew’s equivalent of Katherine’s final
speech. Leah Marcus’ chapter in her Unediting the Renaissance: Shakespeare,
Marlowe, Milton (Routledge, 1996) discusses the relation between the two,
as does Ann Thompson in an appendix to her New Cambridge edition of
The Taming of the Shrew. John Fletcher’s play The Woman’s Prize, or the
Tamer Tam’d (c. 1611) gives us another approach to the question of whether
Katherine is, or isn’t, tamed: his sequel to Shakespeare’s play opens as the
widowed Petruchio is about to remarry, and this time get his comeuppance
from a militant wife who announces from her barricaded bedroom window:

Ile make ye know and feare a wife Petruchio,
There my cause lies.

You have been famous for a woman tamer,

And beare the fear’d-name of a brave wife-breaker:
A woman now shall take those honours off,

And tame you;

Nay, never look so bigge, she shall, belleve me,
And I am she.

There’s an online text of Fletcher’s play at http://www.uq.edu.au/emsah/
drama/fletcher/ff/prize/prizeindex.html

Other points of comparison between Branagh’s and Olivier’s films of Henry
Vmightbe (a) the depiction of the chorus, particularly the prologue and epi-
logue (b) the comedy Olivier makes at the expense of Ely and Canterbury in
1.1, compared with their serious and conspiratorial whispering in Branagh
(c) their flashbacks to the life of Falstaff (d) the speech before Harfleur,
which Olivier cuts so Henry enters the unresisting cardboard battlements
in bright armour with a band of cheerful soldiers, sharply contrasting with
Branagh’s psychotic yelling from the darkness at a beleaguered city sur-
rounded by desperately battle-weary men (e) the battle of Agincourt itself,
which Branagh films as an elegiac and slow-motion sequence, expressing a
terrible beauty amid the slaughter, and which Olivier films in technicolour
sunshine and without a drop of blood being visibly shed. I discuss these
films and the other landmark productions in the play’s stage history in
my Shakespeare in Production: King Henry V (Cambridge University Press,
2002); there’s an excellent book by James Loehlin on the play in Manchester
University Press’s Shakespeare in Performance series (1996).

Thinking about early modern performance, and the ways in which it might
have impacted on the plays, Tiffany Stern’s Making Shakespeare: From Stage
to Page (Routledge, 2004) has great suggestive ideas about — for example — the
ghost in Hamlet emerging from the stage trapdoor and thus being spatially
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identified as a denizen of hell. The ‘rebuilt’ Globe theatre on London’s Bank-
side has been pioneering ‘authentic’ performance styles: Pauline Kiernan’s
book Staging Shakespeare at the New Globe (Macmillan, 1999) gives a read-
able and scholarly account of the findings from their initial productions,
and the Globe’s own website is at http://www.shakespeares-globe.org.

On the topic of Shakespeare and film, see Russell Jackson (ed.), The Cam-
bridge Companion to Shakespeare on Film (Cambridge University Press,
2000); Deborah Cartmell, Interpreting Shakespeare on Screen (Macmillan,
2000) and Richard Burt and Lynda E. Boose, Shakespeare the Movie II: Pop-
ularising the Plays on Film, TV, Video, and DVD (Routledge, 2003). The tax-
onomy of different approaches to filmed Shakespeare is from Jack Jorgens,
Shakespeare on Film (Indiana University Press, 1977); Kozintsev’s filming
diary of King Lear is published in English as King Lear: The Space of Tragedy
(Heinemann, 1977).

Both Welles’ and Polanski’s films of Macbeth return to the witches at the
end: Welles, by importing the line ‘Peace, the charm’s wound up’ (1.3.37)
suggests that the evil movement of the play is completed; Polanski shows
a malcontent Donalbain about to encounter the witches just as Macbeth
and Banquo did at the start of the film, thus suggesting that the violent
cycle might be just about to begin again. Comparing these endings with
that of the play itself is illuminating: what’s happened to the witches in
Shakespeare’s play? Are they still at large, or does their disappearance allow
us to connect them more directly with Macbeth’s own psyche — perhaps as
the external projections of his ambition (see chapter 1, ‘Character’, for more
suggestions on this approach). Bradley’s observation on Macbeth is from
his Shakespearean Tragedy (1904; much reprinted).

Other filmic adaptations which are in interesting relation to their Shake-
spearean sources include O — a high school version of Othello (dir. Tim
Blake Nelson, 2001) or the Western Jubal (dir. Delmer Daves, 1956), Joe
Macbeth (dir. Ken Hughes, 1955) and Men of Respect (dir. William Reilly,
1991) as gangster versions of Macbeth, the science fiction Forbidden Planet
(dir. Fred McLeod Wilcox, 1956), Paul Mazursky’s 1982 Tempest or Peter
Greenaway’s Prospero’s Books (1991) as versions of The Tempest stressing its
psycho-sexual, familial and aesthetic dynamic respectively, or Akira Kuro-
sawa’s corporate Hamlet as The Bad Sleep Well (1960) or Ernst Lubitsch’s
satiric To Be or Not To Be (1942) or even Arnold Schwarzenegger’s unex-
pected cameo as Olivier in Hamlet in John McTiernan’s Last Action Hero
(1993). Tony Howard’s article in Jackson (ed.), The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Shakespeare on Film, gives an overview of these and other ‘cinematic
offshoots’.
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Shakespeare’s hand

The Book of Sir Thomas More, a play about a riot in London and dating from
the early 1590s, was probably never performed and exists only in a hectic and
partial manuscript including the handwriting of at least five individuals. It
has, however, become significant to Shakespeareans because of the widely held
belief that one of the writers who contributed to the manuscript may have been
Shakespeare. If this is indeed so, the manuscript provides the only example of
his literary work that we have in his own writing. No other contemporary
hand-written script of a Shakespeare play exists, and the only samples of his
handwriting that we do have are signatures to business and legal documents.
If the handwriting scholars call ‘Hand D’ in the manuscript of Thomas More is
indeed Shakespeare’s, then those leaves of paper offer us something like a holy
relic: even the common synecdoche ‘hand’ for ‘handwriting’ works to suggest
that we are getting something of the physical man himself.

The truth is that the evidence that Shakespeare wrote this part of Thomas
Moreis actually rather slight, although many collected editions, including those
under the Oxford, Norton and Riverside imprints, now include the speeches
as part of the canon. But our desire for the manuscript to give us access to

46
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Shakespeare’s creative processes as he wields his quill is something that under-
scores all our work on the attributed plays of Shakespeare — it’s the same
impulse which drives the perennial interest in Shakespeare’s biography. ‘Hand
D’ offers us a fantasy of proximity to Shakespeare, rather as Juliet’s statue in
Verona offers us a fantasy of proximity to one of his characters (see chap-
ter 1), or source study a fantasy of Shakespeare in the act of composition (see
chapter 6). What’s more, the passages attributed to Shakespeare in Thomas More
are admirably poetic and liberal: they offer us a Shakespeare we can be proud of.
The play’s eponymous hero addresses the rioting crowd who are directing their
rage against immigrants, and encourages them to think themselves in the place
of their adversaries in a feat of imaginative empathy worthy, we might want to
think, of Shakespeare’s habitual understanding of different points of view in his
other plays. The yearning expressed in the discussion of Thormas More for phys-
ical evidence of what Shakespeare wrote, for the lost manuscripts underlying
the printed texts on which we rely, gives textual studies a sort of elegiac quality —
a sense that through new and different editions we are trying to reconstruct
something tangible which is forever lost.

So what did Shakespeare write?

Asking what Shakespeare actually wrote may seem an extraordinary question.
After all, we have the plays available to us in any number of printed and online
forms. But crucially, all of these have been mediated by different agents other
than their author. Because we do not have a manuscript version of any play, we
cannot see how much of the printed play we do have was added to or altered
by actors, theatre managers, printers, publishers, censors, or others, by design
or by accident. There is no ‘original’ to refer back to: all the texts we have
are secondary, or, rather, they take on the status of dubious originals. In what
follows I will use the phrasing ‘early texts’ to refer to those printed versions of
Shakespeare’s plays published up to 1623, as being the nearest thing we have to
an ‘original’. But in some cases — King Lear and Hamlet are important examples
discussed in more detail below — we have two different versions of a single play —
sometimes with major differences, sometimes with minor verbal divergences —
and no way of verifying how those differences relate to what Shakespeare wrote
when. This chapter is going to discuss the ways in which this uncertainty can be
exhilarating rather than demoralising, and to suggest that looking at the earliest
texts of Shakespeare’s plays can give us insight into his working methods, into
the industries of the theatre and of printing, and into the texture of the drama
itself.
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We will see that recovering what Shakespeare wrote is an impossibility —
a kind of holy grail of textual scholarship. But in the process of examining
the means by which Shakespeare’s plays have been transmitted to us, both by
their earliest redactors and by the recent editors of the texts on your bookshelf,
other, more stimulating questions emerge to substitute for the question of
what Shakespeare wrote. Rather than striving after this impossibility, modern
textual scholarship is inclined to embrace the energy of a more dynamic model
of authorship than the singular creative genius writing the good bits of Thomas
More: an intrinsically collaborative model in which the theatre and the printing
house have their own creative input into the plays.

Stage to page

Often academic books and university or college courses considering the plays
in performance use the happy phrase ‘page to stage’: the order of priorities
here is decidedly not that of the context in which Shakespeare wrote. In the
Elizabethan period performance, using a manuscript text was the first, primary
life of a play, and publication secondary, both in terms of chronology and in
terms of commercial and aesthetic importance. We need to reverse the terms
and think of ‘stage to page’ as a way of understanding the conception and
reception of Shakespeare’s drama. Perhaps our nearest contemporary analogy
is for the printed play as ‘the book of the film’; something parasitic on the
film and something to be read after having seen the film, rather than as an
autonomous work of art in its own right. Thus the title-pages of Shakespeare’s
plays in their first publication almost always allude to the circumstances of
their performance. Love’s Labour’s Lost (published 1598) tells us the play is ‘as
it was presented before her Highnes this last Christmas’; The Merchant of Venice
(published 1600) is advertised ‘as it hath beene divers times acted by the Lord
Chamberlaine his Servants’; King Lear (published 1608) identifies the printed
text ‘as it was plaid before the Kings maiesty at White-Hall, upon S. Stephens
night, in Christmas Hollidaies. By his Maiesties Servants, playing usually at the
Globe on the Banck-side’ — and in all these cases the printed text significantly
post-dates the earliest performances. And strikingly, Shakespeare’s first entry
into print is not with drama, but in the genre of poetry. Venus and Adonis, his
erotic narrative poem in the popular genre of imitations and translations of
the Roman poet Ovid, was first published in 1593 and went through fifteen
editions before 1638, far outstripping any of Shakespeare’s plays in frequency
of republication.



Texts 49
Quartos and Folio

Introducing some technical terms at the outset can help us to understand
the implications of Shakespeare’s publication. Bibliography — the study of the
printed book — has often looked to outsiders to be dry, dusty, and over-
specialised, particularly because its vocabulary is so arcane. Not much of this is
directly necessary for our discussion. The term quarto, sometimes abbreviated
in critical discussions to ‘Q’ (Ql, Q2 etc indicate first, second and any subse-
quent quarto editions), refers to a small book, measuring about 22x 16 cm and
made by folding a standard sheet of paper twice. This cheap, pamphlet-style
format typically sold for sixpence — rather more than the cheapest entrance
to the Globe at one penny. It has been pointed out that print-runs of pub-
lished drama were typically considerably smaller than spectator capacity at the
playhouses. The first play of Shakespeare’s to be printed in this format is Titus
Andronicus in 1594. For the record, the most reprinted Shakespeare plays are 1
Henry IV (8 quarto editions between 1598 and 1640), Richard II (7 editions),
Richard III (6 editions); given our own reverence for Shakespeare it’s salutary
to see that now largely-forgotten plays such as Samuel Daniel’s Mucedorus,
Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, and Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy are
all more widely reprinted in the same period than any of Shakespeare’s.

The other major format in which Shakespeare’s plays were published is in
folio (r) form. Folio, too, refers to the size of the book; this time the standard
paper is folded once to produce a large, expensive book approximately 45x 32
cm. The First Folio, published posthumously in 1623, is the first collected edi-
tion of Shakespeare’s plays. It includes 36 plays, eighteen of which had not been
previously published. The most notable absence from the modern canon of
Shakespeare’s plays is Pericles which is not included. Those which have been
previously published often appear in the Folio in substantially different ver-
sions, something the book’s editors, Shakespeare’s fellow actors John Heminges
and Henry Condell, attribute to the inferiority of the earliest quarto versions:
‘where (before) you were abus’d with diverse stolne, and surreptitious copies,
maimed, and deformed by the frauds and stealthes of injurious imposters,
that expos’d them: even those, are now offer’d to your view cur’d, and perfect
of their limbes; and all the rest, absolute in their numbers, as he conceived
them’. A second edition of the Folio, including some additional plays now not
considered to be Shakespeare’s, was published in 1632.

Information about the Folio and Quarto texts and any subsequent editions
from which any modern edited version is derived is stored, rather cryptically,
in a section of the edition called the collation. The Norton and Riverside each
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have their collation as a series of “Textual Notes’ at the end of each play. In the
New Cambridge, Arden 3 and other series, the collation comes on each page,
between the play-text and the footnotes, in a thin strip of hieroglyphics such as
this example from the beginning of G. Blakemore Evans’ edition of Romeo and
Juliet: “Actus Primus. Scaena Prima. ¥; not in Q2—4, Q1’, which tells us that the
Latinate act and scene division is present in the Folio text but not the quartos.
A good rule of thumb is that the more collation there is, the more work the
editor has done to adjudicate between alternative readings or the work of his or
her editorial predecessors. If there is a lot of collation, there may be something
worth looking at in the early texts. And whereas previously, those early texts of
Shakespeare were so precious and so rare that only a few scholars had access to
them, online versions (see the ‘Where next?’ section at the end of this chapter
for details) have democratised editing: we can all look at the play texts from
which our tidied-up modern editions have been derived, and reopen editorial
questions that previously were shared only by an inner circle.

Editing as interpretation

All editors will work with those early texts of their play — the Folio, in all cases,
and also quarto texts where these exist — and with what other editors have done
with those texts, to produce a coherent and reliable version for modern readers.
Typically they will work on standardising spelling, punctuation, and lineation —
all of which are discussed below. Editors may provide more or fewer explanatory
notes, depending on the market for their particular edition. They may offer
an introduction or suggestions for reading. Some editions — the Shakespeare
in Production series, for example — annotate the play with reference to the
ways in which it has been performed; some, like the Shakespeare Made Easy
series, provide a version of the lines in modernised English to help Shakespeare
novices; some, like the New Penguin series, have the explanatory notes at the
back of the text, making it easier to read the play without constant interruption
from footnotes; some, like the New Cambridge, Oxford and Arden 3 series
favour extensive on-page annotation.

These aspects may seem incidental, but they can have significant conse-
quences for our reading of the plays. What all this activity amounts to is a series
of interpretive acts. Editors interpret the play for us, by the decisions they make
and the ways in which they present those to us. By the time we read Shakespeare
in an edited text, it has already been interpreted for us, and our own interpreta-
tions are inevitably shaped by that prior act of editorial interpretation. Because
of this, the concept and practice of ‘unediting’ have been influential — the idea
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involves returning to the early texts, because their inconsistencies and silences
can be meaningful, revelatory and stimulating in ways that editing smoothes
out.

Let’s look at a couple of examples. The first is a single and problematic word
from The Tempest. In this play, Prospero, a magician and deposed duke, lives
on an island with his daughter Miranda and his servants Caliban and Ariel. The
play has long been associated with contemporary voyages to the so-called New
World (it wasn’t new to the native Americans who lived there), and, indeed,
has as one of its major sources a travellers’ account of a shipwreck. (There’s
more on Shakespeare’s use of his sources in chapter 6.) Prospero’s former
enemies, including the brother who usurped his dukedom, are shipwrecked
on his island thanks to a tempest he has conjured. Caliban, dissatisfied with
his servitude, joins with two of the servants of the shipwrecked nobles in a
plot to overthrow Prospero. In return he promises that he will be useful to his
new allies. In the earliest text of The Tempest, printed in the Folio in 1623, we
have this speech: T prethee let me bring thee where Crabs grow; and I with
my long nayles will digge thee pig-nuts; show thee a Iayes nest, and instruct
thee how to snare the nimble Marmazet: I’le bring thee to clustering Philbirts,
and sometimes I’le get thee young Scamels from the Rocke: Wilt thou goe with
me?’

This speech as it appears in the Folio differs from the form in which a
modern edition will present it in lots of different ways — you might want to
compare it with the version in a text you have to hand. An editor will work to
modernise spelling here, standardising ‘digge” as ‘dig), for example. He or she
will relineate this prose speech as blank verse, and given the assumptions of
nobility or importance that are often attached to verse-speaking, will thereby
implicitly elevate Caliban’s status at this point, particularly when compared
with his drunken companions (there’s more on the significance of verse and
prose, and a discussion of blank verse, in chapter 4). This is important for
readings of the play which have begun to stress Caliban’s dignity as a colonised
subject, rather than the sub-humanity to which earlier critics shackled him.
The editor will probably offer a glossary for the unfamiliar words ‘Marmazet’
or ‘marmoset’ (a sort of monkey) and ‘Philbirts’/‘filberts’ (hazelnuts). But then
she or he will come to the word ‘Scamels’

No one knows what ‘Scamels’ are. From the context we can grasp that it is
something to eat from the rocks, perhaps a shellfish or mollusc. Much ingenuity
has been expended on it, many obscure books of ornithology, marine biology,
travel and dialect scoured, and lots of possibilities have been suggested, but no
one has answered the question. So what should the editor do? In the Oxford
edition, the word is changed, or in editorial-speak, emended, to ‘seamews’ —
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on the basis that in certain sorts of seventeenth-century handwriting the word
‘seamews’ could be misread by the printing-house compositor as ‘scamels’.
It’s an editorial decision which has the advantage that, even if, like me, you
don’t know what ‘seamew’ means either, it is a word that can be looked up
in the Oxford English Dictionary (it’s a seagull). So ‘seamews’ makes sense —
although we might think that if an editor wanted to change ‘Scamels’ for read-
ers’ benefit into something intelligible he or she might as well go the whole way
and emend to ‘seagulls’. David Lindley, in the Cambridge edition, chooses not to
emend the word and leaves it as ‘scamels’ (2.2.149), thus preserving something
of the intrinsic strangeness of Caliban’s vocabulary, mixing the exotic ‘Scamels’
with the then familiar ‘filberts’ Perhaps Shakespeare did write ‘seamews’ and
his handwriting was misread by the compositor; perhaps he intended a nonce-
word ‘Scamels’; perhaps ‘Scamels’ has a meaning we haven’t yet recovered. It’s
a miniature version of a larger attitude to the text and the role of the editor. By
emending, the Oxford editors assert control over the text, replacing an intran-
sigently opaque word with one with an attested meaning. They interpret a word
without a known meaning as an aberration which needs to be normalised, by
changing it into a word which does have a meaning. By not emending, Lindley
leaves the text just beyond understanding, containing things we cannot fully
comprehend. And, of course, it’s wonderfully appropriate that this word which
resists the editorial discourse of mastery should be uttered by Caliban, a char-
acter who himself resists the authoritarian control of the bookish (editorial?)
Prospero.

The extent to which editors manage the meanings of their texts can also be
seen if we look critically at their annotation and footnoting. Footnoting tends
to look authoritative, neutral — as if it gives us scholarly information or expla-
nation on which we can build more speculative or creative interpretations. In
fact editorial glossing is itself already an act of interpretation. Why, for example,
does the Arden editor of The Two Gentlemen of Veronafeel so sure that the clown
Lance’s bawdy is ‘unintentional’ when he pretends that ‘this shoe with the hole
in it is my mother’ (2.3.15)? Or we could take as a more developed example the
song which precedes Bassanio’s choice of casket in the comedy of The Merchant
of Venice. Portia’s dead father has set as a condition of her marriage that any
prospective husband make the correct choice between gold, silver and lead cas-
kets. We have already seen two woefully unpromising suitors fail by choosing
gold and silver respectively, and since the choice is the stuff of fairytale it is quite
clear to us that the preferred Bassanio must choose the apparently discourag-
ing lead casket. But does Bassanio, too, have inside knowledge? As he is about
to make his choice, Portia interrupts him, and the stage direction indicates ‘A
song the whilst Bassanio comments on the caskets to himself”. M. M. Mahood
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in her New Cambridge edition notes that the endwords in the first verse of
the song ‘Tell me where is fancy bred” (3.2) rhyme with ‘lead’ and that this
may therefore be intended as a clue to Bassanio about which casket he should
choose. Interestingly, however, she goes on to discount this as a real possibility,
since it contravenes their moral characters as, presumably, already and unas-
sailably established: it ‘belittles Portia’s integrity and Bassanio’s insight’. From
the discussion in chapter 1, we can see that giving Portia integrity and Bassanio
insight in advance of, and separate from, their words and actions in the play
is a particular kind of character criticism: here it uses an idea of character to
restrict and dictate the text’s meanings. If Portia is ‘cheating’ — circumventing
her father’s will to exercise some choice in her marriage — this needn’t be either
amoral lapse or a failure of character consistency. Indeed, in plot terms it makes
sense in linking her with Jessica, the daughter of Shylock who also challenges
her father’s authority by eloping with a Christian. So an editor at once offers
us an interpretative possibility — that Portia, the self-styled figure of virtue and
wit in the play, has bent the patriarchal rules to get the husband she wants —
and at the same time uses her editorial authority in the footnote to close it
down.

Editors, therefore, are interpreters. Their own — often scholarly and well-
supported, but partial, nevertheless — assumptions, interpretations and atti-
tudes pervade their texts. What an editor does is to interpret, in useful and
necessary ways, to be sure, but to interpret nonetheless.

The job of the editor: the example of Richard Il

One of the major questions for all subsequent editors of Shakespeare is how to
take the statement of those first editors Heminges and Condell in their preface
to the First Folio. Are the Folio texts always superior, complete, authoritative?
What should an editor do in preparing Shakespeare’s plays for modern readers
and students? Why do we need more editions, and are there any real differences
between them? All Shakespeare’s plays have already been edited, in that they
have been mediated to us by other agents. The elusive and unedited manuscript
is, as we have seen, an illusory source of ultimate textual authority. So all the
Shakespeare editions we read and study are, effectively, editions of editions.
We can start to look at the ways in which the edition has been prepared for us,
and how that might affect our interpretation of the play at hand, by working
with a single initial example: different editions of Richard II, a play about the
downfall of King Richard and the ascendancy of his rival, Henry Bullingbrook.
Bullingbrook outmanoeuvres Richard who is forced to abdicate; Bullingbrook
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takes the crown; he orders the murder of Richard, and then expresses his sorrow
for his actions.

Havingbeen composed and performed in 1595, Richard ITwas first published
in quarto form in 1597. The title-page reads ‘The / Tragedie of King Ri-/chard
the se-/cond. / As it hath been publikely acted / by the right Honourable the /
Lorde Chamberlaine his Ser-/vants.” (The slashes indicate line-breaks: it looks
odd to our eyes to break two important words ‘Richard” and ‘second’ across
the line.) Then there is a small picture of the blind boy-god Cupid — this is
a publisher’s mark, rather than anything specific to do with this play — and
underneath the place, London, and details of the play’s publication: ‘Printed
by Valentine Simmes for Andrew Wise, and / are to be sold at his shop in
Paules church yard at / the signe of the Angel, / 1597.” We can immediately see
that something we’d now expect — the name of the author — is missing from
the title-page, and the information about performance substitutes for it in the
space we might expect to meet Shakespeare’s name. The proper names we get
are those of the men involved in presenting, either in print or on stage, the play,
not in authoring it.

We also get an attribution of genre: it’s very clear from the title that this is
a tragedy. There’s more on genre and structure in chapter 5: but here, titling
this a tragedy may shape our reading of its central protagonist. Tragedies are
typically structured around the lifespan of the central character: once King Lear,
or Cleopatra, or Coriolanus, is dead, the play too is in its dying moments. We
scarcely care about Edgar, or Octavius, or Aufidius, the characters on whom the
battered and uncertain future of those tragedies seems to rest: they function
merely as the mouthpieces for a kind of tragic closure. Thinking of Richard
II alongside this structure gives us a play resoundingly about the downfall
of Richard, rather than a play about the decline of one sovereign and the
ascent of his successor. If Richard is the hero of a tragedy, where does that leave
Bullingbrook? Is his accession to the throne merely a closing gesture, rather like
that in Hamletwhen the Norwegian prince Fortinbras enters the corpse-strewn
Danish throne room, only to have his political victory utterly undermined by
the fact that all eyes are still on the dead Hamlet?

The Folio text of 1623 prints the history plays in chronological order, and
here Richard I bears a slightly different title: “The Life and Death of Richard
the Second’. Much criticism and some performance sequences have followed
the implications of this in seeing the play within a sequence, or a series of plays.
There’s more on the way the Folio develops an idea of serial history in chapter 5:
one of its immediate effects is to make Richard II less a self-contained tragic
play in which an idea of the future dies along with the central character, and
more an initiatory movement within a cycle or series of political actions in
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which one king follows another, one fortune waxes as another wanes, or, to use
one of Richard’s own metaphors, ‘Now is this golden crown like a deep well /
That owes two buckets, filling one another, / The emptier ever dancing in the
air, / The other down, unseen and full of water’ (4.1.184-7). Far from being
the equivalent of Fortinbras at the end of Hamlet, then, Bullingbrook becomes
a worthy, and necessary, opponent of Richard in an historical sequence which
sees Richard’s reign succeeded by that of Bullingbrook as Henry IV in two plays,
I'and 2 Henry 1V, and, in turn, by his son in Henry V.

Richard IT appears in another significant early edition, Q4 of 1608. This is
important because it includes material not part of the earlier editions: a scene
called the ‘Parliament scene’ in which Richard hands over the crown to his rival
inanactso constitutionally extraordinary as to require a new word, ‘unkinging’
There has been much scholarly debate about the provenance of this new mate-
rial, and whether it was left out of the earlier texts or added into the later ones.
Most critics suggest that in Elizabethan printings of the play, some form of cen-
sorship — perhaps prudence on the part of the publisher, perhaps more active
state intervention at a time when all plays had to be licensed for performance by
a government agent called the Master of the Revels — was enacted to leave out a
potentially seditious depiction of the usurpation of a monarch. We know that
towards the end of Elizabeth’s long reign, history plays were used covertly to
discuss contemporary politics, particularly the question of who would succeed
the “Virgin Queen’. This historical contextualisation is explored in more detail
in chapter 7: here it is enough to notice that contemporary events press in on
the text of the play.

Even before we get into the first lines of Richard II, then, editors have been
at work. Andrew Gurr’s New Cambridge edition of the play — which takes as
its copy-text or preferred early version Q1 — calls it King Richard II, thus sus-
pending the early texts’ initial generic attribution of tragedy and the readerly
expectations this may prompt. Gurr’s edition follows the standard livery of
all Cambridge’s Shakespeare editions: it is part of a prestigious series, identi-
fied by author. It proceeds with a full scholarly apparatus of General editorial
preface, Contents, List of illustrations, Acknowledgements, Abbreviations and
conventions, Introduction. The play begins on page 57; it takes up less than
half the length of the book; each page includes explanatory footnotes; there are
appendices listing source material, and a reading list. It has a list of characters
to introduce the dramatis personae before we begin reading. The sense is — and
as students of the play we are grateful for this thoroughness — that the play
needs a good deal of supporting material to be fully intelligible.

By contrast, Simmes’ 1597 quarto, Gurr’s copy-text, consists of 38 leaves.
There is no character list, no commentary, no advice or instruction on how to
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read the play. There are no descriptive stage directions. Looking at the detail of
the first lines of the play in the two editions shows us some of the other work
done by modern editors.

We can see a number of changes, many of them small ones. Gurr gives us
an act and scene number, 1.1, which is not in the quarto text: like most of the
quartos the 1597 edition is not divided into acts and scenes, giving a more
fluid sense of the run-on between episodes. Gurr regularises the unpunctuated
opening line, he modernises spellings such as ‘bande’ or ‘boistrous’, he sets
the speech out with more space so that the name of the speaker — Gurr opts
to call him ‘Richard’ rather than his title ‘King Richard, later ‘King) of the
quarto — remains adjacent to his indented speech. All this might be thought
exactly what a conscientious editor ought to do to smooth out accidentals in
the text. We might feel that Gurr’s intervention here has merely made it easier
for us as twenty-first century readers to begin to approach the play, although
we also begin to see that much of the standardised apparatus of the printed
play, discussed in more detail below, is actually imposed by editors on the early
texts.

Stage directions

Many critics of Shakespeare think it unlikely that such stage directions as exist
in the plays are authorial. Perhaps matters of how the play was staged were the
business of the stagekeeper or the theatre company as they rehearsed. Because
of this, where stage directions are detailed, it may be that they give us partic-
ular insight into early performances of the plays, as well as some unexpected
interpretative information. Hamlet Q1’s description of the Ghost dressed in his
‘nightgown’ sees him enter Gertrude’s chamber not in the armour of his public
personasin 1.1, butin domestic mode; similarly, Macbeth’s first soliloquyin 1.7
when he proposes murdering his sovereign and his house-guest in a speech in
which moral and lexical strangeness come together in that neologism (a word
unrecorded before this example) ‘assassination), is preceded in the Folio text
by the mundane domestic detail of ‘Enter a Sewer [butler, waiter] and divers
Servants with Dishes and Service over the Stage’; something of the magic of
theatrical illusion is conveyed in the Folio’s detail of Ariel doing Prospero’s
bidding in The Tempest: ‘Solemne and strange Musicke: and Prosper on the
top (invisible:) [how do you think they did this bit?]. Enter severall strange
shapes, bringing in a Banket [banquet]; and dance about it with gentle actions
of salutations, and inviting the King, &c. to eate, they depart.” Compellingly,
we are getting here a peephole into the Shakespearean performance.
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Often, though, stage directions are brief or lack descriptive colour, or they
are simply not there. So they are supplied by editors. The Oxford edition
notes editorial stage directions with broken brackets; the Riverside and New
Cambridge with square brackets. The extent of these interpolations varies.
When John Dover Wilson edited the plays in the middle of the twentieth
century he supplied a set of novelistic, highly interpretative stage directions to
help readers imagine a particular scene. Thus he includes at the head of the
first scene of Richard II (compare this to the quarto text and to Gurr’s edition
above): ‘A great scaffold within the castle at Windsor, with seats thereon, and a
space of ground before it. Enter King Richard, John of Gaunt, with the Duke of
Surrey, other nobles and attendants. They ascend the scaffold and sit in their
places, the king in a chair of justice in the midst.” It’s very detailed, but entirely
made up by the editor.

We may feel that the stage directions are literally marginal aspects of the text
which do not substantially affect the meaning of the play, and in many cases we
may be right. Even small details, however, can make subtle adjustments to our
understanding. There’s no exit stage direction for Edmund at the beginning of
King Lear, for example: is he present during the love-test when Lear challenges
his daughters to flatter him into their inheritance, and might that be what gives
him the idea to plot to divide his own family, or should an editor assume he
leaves the stage with his father before the main business begins? Or, to return
to the example of Richard II, there are no stage directions in quarto or folio
texts for the scene in which Richard hands over the crown. We do not know,
therefore, whether his declaration that he is giving up the symbols of his office
need be accompanied by the gestures which apparently endorse his words.
Andrew Gurr’s edition does not add in stage directions; the Oxford edition
does, and thus gives us:

Now mark me how I will undo myself.

I give this heavy weight from off my head,
[ Bolingbroke accepts the crown]

And this unwieldy sceptre from my hand,
[ Bolingbroke accepts the sceptre]

(4.1.192-4)

These additional stage directions commit Richard to enacting his own words —
interestingly, they phrase this as a positive action by Bullingbrook (whose
name is here edited following the traditions set by the eighteenth-century
editor Alexander Pope, who meant it as a compliment to his friend, the then
Viscount Bolingbroke) — and thus stage the speech on the page as the moment
of the transfer of the symbols of power between former and future king. This
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is certainly one interpretation of the scene. But Richard’s ambivalence to his
enforced abdication is another — the speech is immediately preceded by his
reply to Bullingbrook’s ‘Are you contented to resign the crown?” in the tortured,
recursive syntax ‘Aye — no. No — aye, for I must nothing be / Therefore no ‘no,,
for I resign to thee’ (4.1.199-201). (Interestingly, the 1608 quarto — the earliest
printed version of this scene — reads ‘I, no no I; for, I must nothing bee, /
Therefore no no, for I resigne to thee’: how would you have edited that line for
amodern reader?) So it is entirely in keeping with the scene —and with aspects
of Richard’s habitual grandiloquence and his preference, from the opening
scene onwards, for words rather than actions, that he might be saying he was
giving up the accoutrements of power without actually doing so. Here, the
added stage directions press one interpretation and effectively exclude others.
Other examples are more substantive. At the end of the comedy As You Like
It, Rosalind, who since Act 2 has adopted the male disguise of Ganymede,
has been reunited with her lover Orlando. She enters to undergo her wed-
ding ceremony. After much gender confusion and homoerotic play during her
cross-dressed period, including a wooing scene in which she pretends to be
Ganymede pretending to be Rosalind, and another in which a hapless shep-
herdess Phoebe falls for her striking, acerbic Ganymede persona, therefore,
the play asserts that heterosexual imperative to which Shakespeare’s comedies
are traditionally headed: marriage. And almost all editors of the play help this
along by adding to the stage direction for Rosalind’s entrance. In the Folio we
have the stage direction for the entrance in 5.4 ‘Enter Hymen [the goddess of
marriage], Rosalind and Celia.” This unadorned formula ‘Rosalind’ has been
the Folio’s stage direction throughout the period Rosalind has been in the role
of Ganymede. In the Oxford edition the stage direction adds ‘as themselves’ —
a striking ontological position for anyone, least of all a character in a play — the
phrasing also preferred by Michael Hattaway for his New Cambridge edition.
It certainly does make a sort of narrative and thematic sense to have Rosalind
return in her women’s clothes at this point. Her temporary role as Ganymede
can now be set aside; she returns to the (female) person she was at the play’s
outset, bracketing the freedoms of the Forest of Arden with the ‘reality’ of het-
erosexual normativity. But by stating in a stage direction, apparently authorita-
tively, that she does put on her female clothing, the modern editions lose some
important element of sexual playfulness. The Folio text leaves open the possibil-
ity that she doesn’t return fixed into femaleness, that the gender confusion and
gender play intrinsic to that pert, knowing title As You Like It continues, rather
than being finally contained in marriage. This seems even more likely when
we remember that Rosalind would have been played by a male actor. After all,
the newly married Rosalind reappears to give a cheeky epilogue, flirting wildly
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with both men and women in the audience: ‘My way is to conjure you, and I’ll
begin with the women . .. If I were a woman I would kiss as many of you as had
beards that pleased me, complexions that liked me, and breaths that I defied
not’ — hardly the demure, gender-fixed behaviour of a blushing bride. And in
choosing the name Ganymede, the young male lover of the god Jupiter, the play,
or Rosalind herself, toys explicitly with male homosexuality. There’s another
Folio textual clue which challenges a firmly heterosexual reading to the play’s
conclusion: in an apparent confusion of male pronouns Hymen discusses the
wedding ceremony: ‘thou mightst joyne his hand with his, / Whose heart within
his bosome is’. Joining two male hands together doesn’t seem quite the image
of heterosexual union that editors want to see. All ‘straighten’ one of the ‘his’
into ‘her’ Thus the edited text is at once more normative, more heterosexual,
and more prescribed than the first printed version in the Folio.

Speech prefixes

In chapter 1, on ‘Character’, we saw that the speech prefixes and stage directions
in the early texts sometimes name characters in ways alien to modern editions.
Thus, no modern editor is so discourteous as to call Edmund in King Lear
‘Bastard’, despite the fact that is his name throughout the apparatus of the early
texts, whereas all editors prefer to call the King of Denmark ‘Claudius’ rather
than endorse his ill-gotten gains by each time calling him ‘King}, as he is in the
quartos. One of the ways in which the early texts of Shakespeare may seem to
inscribe a different version of character from that of our own psychological
presumptions is in the way that character names or designations shift during
the play. So Q1 of Romeo and Juliet shifts the speech prefix for the character we
call Lady Capulet between ‘Wife” and ‘Mother’, which might tell us something
about her structural, rather than psychological, role in the play. (Characters as
individuals or types are also discussed in chapter 1.)

Something similar, and more culturally chilling, happens to Shylock if we
look at The Merchant of Venice in the Folio text. Shylock, the Jewish money-
lender whose wealth is instrumental in enabling Bassanio to make his wooing
visit to Portia discussed above, occupies a complex role in the play and one
which we’ll come back to in chapter 5 on structure. In Act 4, Shylock ends up in
court to get his money back from Antonio, Bassanio’s friend and patron, who
has borrowed it on his behalf. The term of their bargain was that if the debt was
not repaid, Shylock has the right to a pound of Antonio’s flesh. But, unrecog-
nised, Portia enters the courtroom dressed as a male lawyer, and manages to



Texts 61

outwit Shylock both by legalistic quibbles that there was no mention in the
agreement of any blood and by reference to the disadvantaged status of Jews
under Venetian law. Shylock’s property is confiscated and he is forced to convert
to Christianity.

The interpretation of this outcome, and the representation of Shylock
throughout the play, has been the occasion for much important criticism. For
some commentators he is the comic villain, the spoiling or blocking figure who
must be overcome in order for comic values of community and marriage to
triumph; for others, the uncomfortable spectacle of Shakespeare’s only Jewish
character being crushed by the Christians of Venice gives him an almost tragic,
or at least sympathetic, status. The early texts can contribute to this debate in
some interesting ways. Throughout the play, Shylock is given his proper name
in all speech prefixes and stage directions. Until, that is, the trial scene. The
Duke’s ‘We all expect a gentle answer, Jew’ (4.1.34) is echoed in the very next
word on the next line in the Folio. For the first time Shylock’s speech prefix is
‘Jew’. Even as he asserts in the scene ‘Shylock is my name’ (4.1.172), the text has
him speak this from the position of ‘Jew’. We could argue that here the unspo-
ken words of the text, the speech prefixes which name the protagonists in the
courtroom, reveal that this is a cultural struggle not between individuals but
between the named Christians and the archetypal Jew; that it is his Jewishness
which seems to dominate both Shylock’s behaviour and his treatment in the
court; that he has become the vengeful, money-grubbing stereotype of anti-
semitic slurs. The question of Shylock’s cultural identity, and its significance
to the play, has become the most pressing issue in readings and productions of
The Merchant of Venice: there have even been calls for it to be banned because of
its problematic relation to the terrible history of anti-semitism which pre- and
post-dates it. Here the early texts are engaging with this theme in some inter-
esting ways, ways that are obliterated if editors standardise Shylock’s presence
in the text.

The job of the editor: the example of King Lear

We have seen some of the implications of the sort of editing-as-tidying func-
tion, when even apparently unimportant presentational details have an impact
on our interpretation of the plays. Finally, let’s look at a different and more
sustained example, the case of King Lear. King Lear is the play on which much
recent textual theory has focused, because it exists in two substantially variant
versions: a quarto text from 1608 entitled a ‘true chronicle history of the life
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i Lear_Breakehart,I prethebreake. Edgar, Look vp lt;y Lord.
Kenr. Vex not his ghoft, O lethim pafle, i
! He hateshim thar would vpon the wracke,
. Ofthistoughworld ftretch him out longer,
A Edg. Oheis gone indeed.
\  Kent. Thewonderis, hehath endured {o long,
* |- Hebutvfurpthis life.
Dake. Bearethemfrom hence, our prefentbufines -
Isto generall woe, friends of my foule, you twaine
. Rulein chis kingdome, and the goard ftate fuftaine.
i Kenr. Thaue aiourney fir, fhortly togo,
My maifter cals, and I muftnot fay no.
Duke. Thewaightofthis {ad time wemuftobey,
| Speake whatwe feele, notwhat we oughtto fay,
# |  Theoldefthaue borne moft, wethat are yong,
Shallneuer fee fo much, nor liuefo long. *

o FINIS.

3.1 Ending of King Lear @ (1608)

o

and death of King Lear and his three Daughters) and the text included as The
Tragedy of King Lear in the 1623 Folio. There are around 300 lines in qQ that
are not in ¢, and about 100 lines in F not in Q, as well as hundreds of variants
of words, punctuation, or stage directions. Does Lear, for example, express
a ‘darker purpose’ (@) or ‘darker purposes’ (¢) (1.1.31) as he introduces the
disastrous love-test? Given how mysterious his motives are at this point in the
play — this is discussed in more detail in chapter 6 on sources — the apparently
marginal difference between a singular and a plural may take on considerable
significance.

If you read an edition of King Lear dating before the mid 1980s, it is likely that
the editor has made a selection from quarto and Folio texts according to his or
her view of their provenance, authenticity, or literary value. This is known as a
conflated text: it has the advantage of including all four hundred disputed lines,
and the disadvantage that it produces a composite text that never existed until
the edition itself. It is based on a presumption that the differences between
the texts are the result of accidental or extrinsic factors, and that therefore the
specific separate forms of the two early texts are unimportant. However, if you
are working from the Oxford or Norton collected editions you will see that
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Lear. Andmy poereFoole is hang'd: no,no,nolife?
Why fhouldaDog,a Horfc,a Rat haue life,
And thou no breathat all? Thou’lt come no more,
Neuer,neuer;nener,nener, never. Fi%
Pray you yndo this Button. Thanke you Sir,
‘Do you fee tnis? Looke on her? Looke her lips,
Looke there,looke there, He dies,
£dz. Hefaints,my Lord,my Lord.
Kent. Breakeheart,Iprythecbreake.
&lg. Looke yp my Lord. S

That would vpon the wracke of this rough world
Strerch bim out longer,
Edg. Heisgon indced. _ -
Kent. The wonder is, hehath endor’d fo long,
| Hebut vfurpe bis life, ! .
Ab, Bearethem from hence,our prefent bufineffe
Is generall woe : Friends of my foulc, you twaine,
Rulein this Realme,and the gor'd flate fuftaine.
Kent. 1hauea journey Sir,fhortly togo,
My Mafier callsme,I muftnocfayno.
Edg. The waight of this fad time we muftobey,
Speake what we feele,not what weoughttofay:
The oldef hath borne moft,we thatareyong,
Shall neuer fee fo much, norlivefolong,
} : Exewat with a dead March.
] {{3 =

—

3.2 Ending of King Lear ¥ (1623)

Kent. Vexnot his ghoft,O let him pafle,he hates lnm,. '

63
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they print each text separately, so that there is not one but two plays called King
Lear.

The ‘Where next?’ section gives an indication of how to follow up some of the
critical arguments around the textual history of King Lear, and also points out
some specific, local points of suggestive comparison between the two versions.
Here I want to focus on one important section as an example of the differences
between the two plays, and the ways in which those differences are important
not just to bibliographers but to anyone who is interested in the notion of
tragedy, in dramatic form, in character, in King Lear.

As chapter 5 discusses in more detail, tragedy is a particularly end-stopped
genre: like comedy, it is defined by its ending, but unlike comedy its end-
ing is peculiarly final. So the ending of a tragedy is a natural focus for our
interpretative energy. The ending of King Lear in its two versions is doubly
significant.

There are a number of points to consider. Here are some for starters:

¢ In the quarto when does Lear die? There is no stage direction. How might
this allow for different possibilities from that in the Folio?

* How do you interpret the shift of the line ‘Break heart, I prithee break’, from
Lear in @ to Kent in ¥?

* Some critics have argued that Lear dies in the Folio still with the hope that
Cordelia is alive: does the text support this? Is it different in the quarto?
How does this affect the tragic ending of the play?

* What difference does it make whether ‘Duke’ (Albany) — senior, noble,
tainted by his association with Gonerill — or Edgar, speaks the last
lines?

¢ Does your assessment of these differences materially alter your interpreta-
tion of the two texts? Does this have implications for what you would want
an editor to do with them in preparing an edition for you to read?

For many critics, the differences between Q and ¥ of King Lear are related to
the contingencies of performance at different times and in different places. Like
the fluid interpretations of the plays on the stage and on film discussed in the
previous chapter, that is to say, the early texts of the plays materialise different
possibilities and register their thorough-going resistance to singular analysis.
Editors have historically taken on the burden of choosing — of second-guessing,
of streamlining: that newly democratised process of selection offers one of the
most bracing encounters with the plays as they were written, performed and
published.
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Texts: where next?

The text of The Book of Sir Thomas More, which was never printed and exists
only in manuscript, is transcribed online at the University of Virginia —
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/AnoTMor.html. Here the
chaotic order of the much-revised original is exactly reproduced, so it is
difficult to read: Grigori Melchiori’s edited version in the Revels series
(Manchester University Press, 1989) works to reconstruct the play and
make it more readable, as well as discussing the question of authorship in
his introduction; the second edition of the Oxford Shakespeare (2005) also
prints the complete play; the previous edition only included the ‘Shake-
spearean’ speeches, and this change itself is indicative of changed editorial
priorities. The most prominent of the speeches attributed to Shakespeare is
More’s invitation to the rioters to put themselves in the place of those theyare
attacking:

Say now the King,

As he is clement if th’offender mourn,

Should so much come too short of your great trespass
As but to banish you: whither would you go?

What country, by the nature of your error.

Should give you harbour? Go you to France or Flanders,
To any German province, Spain or Portugal,

Nay, anywhere that not adheres to England —

Why, you must needs be strangers. Would you be pleased
To find a nation of such barbarous temper

That breaking out in hideous violence

Would not afford you an abode on earth,

Whet their detested knives against your throats,

Spurn you like dogs, and like as if that God

Owed not nor made not you, nor that the elements
Were not all appropriate to your comforts

But chartered unto them, what would you think

To be thus used? This is the strangers’ case,

And this your mountainish inhumanity.

Bibliography, or the study of Shakespeare’s texts, can seem arcane and dif-
ficult — it’s also been transformed in the last twenty or so years, so more
recent work tends to be more engaged with matters of literary interpreta-
tion, rather than just the quasi-scientific stuff about textual transmission.
The essays on ‘Printing’ in David Scott Kastan’s A Companion to Shakespeare
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(Blackwell, 1999) cover the facts in an engaging way. Leah Marcus’ Unediting
the Renaissance: Shakespeare, Milton, Marlowe (Routledge, 1996), is recom-
mended, particularly on the assumptions behind editorial decisions in The
Tempest, Hamlet, The Merry Wives of Windsor and The Taming of the Shrew:
Marcus shows how textual history and the interpretation of the plays are
inseparable. Tiffany Stern’s Making Shakespeare: From Stage to Page (Rout-
ledge, 2004) is also recommended as a model of the integration of textual
matters with theatre history and dramatic appreciation. In this chapter
and elsewhere I've been much influenced by Margreta de Grazia and Peter
Stallybrass’s elegant and thought-provoking essay in Shakespeare Quarterly
44 (1993), ‘The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text’ Two indicative and
stimulating articles on the revaluation of what textual scholars used, reprov-
ingly, to call the ‘bad’ quartos — texts considered to be those ‘maimed and
deformed’ ones denounced in the prefatory epistle to the First Folio — are
Steven Urkowitz’s ‘Good News about ‘Bad’ Quartos’ in Maurice Charney
(ed.), “Bad” Shakespeare: Revaluations of the Shakespeare Canon (Fairleigh
Dickinson University Press, 1988) and Random Cloud’s “The Marriage of
Good and Bad Quartos’ in Shakespeare Quarterly 33 (1982).

Online texts are available from a number of sources:

The Furness collection at the University of Pennsylvania has a beautifully
digitised copy of the First Folio at http://dewey.library.upenn.edu/sceti/, and
some other early quartos for browsing. (They also have some worthwhile
online tutorials about aspects of printing and editing at http://dewey.library.
upenn.edu/sceti/furness/eric/teach/index.cfm)

The British Library has digitised its 93 quarto texts and has an excel-
lent website where you can compare multiple versions at http://www.bl.uk/
treasures/shakespeare/homepage.html

Michael Best’s Internet Shakespeare Editions site has Folio facsimiles and
quartos of Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Othello, and the Sonnets at http://
ise.uvic.ca/index.html

Bernice Kliman’s hypertext Enfolded Hamlet, which enables comparison
of a transcribed (i.e. not scanned) Q2 and ¥ Hamlet, is at http://www.global-
language.com/enfolded.html.

The University of Virginia Library has mounted transcribed ver-
sions of Q1 Hamlet at http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/
ShaHaql.html; Q2 is at http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/
ShaHaqQ2.html; the complete Folio is transcribed at http://etext.lib.
virginia.edu/shakespeare/folio/ — this makes it possible to search the texts,
but remember that non-standardised spelling may produce unexpected
search results.
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‘Scamels’ in The Tempestis an example of a textual crux—a point of interpre-
tative difficulty. Other famous textual cruces include the Hostess’ account
of Falstaff’s death in Henry V for which the Folio text has the incompre-
hensible line ‘for his Nose was as sharpe as a Pen, and a Table of greene
fields’, which most editors emend, following the eighteenth-century editor
Lewis Theobald, to ‘and a babbled of green fields’ (2.3.14); Q2 Hamlet’s ‘the
dram of eale / Doth all the noble substance of a doubt / To his owne scan-
dle’ (1.4.36) — where editors have often emended ‘eale’ to ‘evil’ or to ‘esill’
[vinegar]; the mysterious word ‘prenzie’ (3.1.93 and 96), often emended to
‘precise’ in Measure for Measure; and Sonnet 129, where the 1609 quarto’s ‘A
blisse in proofe and proud and very wo’ was emended by Edmond Malone’s
edition in the eighteenth century to ‘A bliss in proof, and prov’d, a very woe’.
Most editions discuss textual cruces; perhaps the most important question
to ask is what the variant readings offer to the passage or line’s poetic, the-
matic or associative properties, rather than to strive finally to resolve the
matter.

Looking critically at footnotes may seem difficult, since it’s about going
head to head with the editor’s authority. There’s an interesting article by
Michael Cordner on the ways in which editors annotate Petruchio and
Katherina’s first encounter in The Taming of the Shrew (‘Actors, Editors,
and the Annotation of Shakespearean Playscripts’ in Shakespeare Survey
55(2002), and in her ‘Feminist Editing and the Body of the Text), Laurie E.
Maguire draws out some of the assumptions behind, for example, the coy or
coarse annotating of sexual puns (in A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare
ed. Dympna Callaghan, Blackwell, 2000). Comparing annotations in two or
more editionsisa good way to see how a particular editor may be steering our
interpretations: how do editors gloss, for example, Malvolio’s description
of —as he thinks — Olivia’s handwriting: “These be her very ¢’s, her u’s, her t’s;
and thus makes she her great P’s’ (2.5.72-3). Do they gloss ‘cut’ as ‘cunt’, or
as ‘pudenda’, or as ‘sexual pun’? What about ‘P’? Do they evaluate this pun?
Do they tell us whether Malvolio himself is talking dirty, or being made to
do so by the play? What would we want them to tell us?

On Elizabethan censorship, Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden, 1998),
gives us an engaging — and obviously fictional, but nonetheless energetic
and involved — portrait of the Master of the Revels, Edmund Tilney (Simon
Callow). The standard works on the role of censorship in the drama of the
period are Richard Dutton, Mastering the Revels: The Regulation and Censor-
ship of English Renaissance Drama (Macmillan, 1991) and Janet Clare, ‘Art
Made Tongue-Tied by Authority’: Elizabethan and Jacobean Dramatic Cen-
sorship (2nd edn, Manchester University Press, 1999). It is often claimed
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that Richard II's revolutionary credentials are attested by its performance
on the eve of the Earl of Essex’s rebellion in 1601: this has a significance
for many Shakespearean critics beyond the merely factual, since it repre-
sents the literalisation of their interest in politically radical theatre. Two
articles on this topic include the sceptical ‘Which play was performed at
the Globe Theatre on 7 February 1601?” by Blair Worden in the London
Review of Books (10 July 2003), and Chris Fitter’s ‘Historicising Shake-
speare’s Richard IT: Current Events, Dating, and the Sabotage of Essex’ in
the online journal Early Modern Literary Studies 11.2 (September, 2005) at
http://purl.oclc.org/emls/11-2/fittric2.htm.

Comparing the heterosexualising of As You Like It with the history of edit-
ing Shakespeare’s Sonnets is informative: Margreta de Grazia’s important
essay ‘The Scandal of Shakespeare’s Sonnets’ is in Shakespeare Studies 46
(1993), and reprinted in Shakespeare and Sexuality, ed. Catherine Alexan-
der (Cambridge University Press, 2001). On readings of the sonnets which
emphasise, rather than suppress, homoeroticism, see Joseph Pequigney,
Such is My Love: A Study of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (University of Chicago
Press, 1985) and Jonathan Goldberg’s Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Mod-
ern Sexualities (Stanford University Press, 1992). There’s been some great
work on queer sexualities and homoeroticism in Shakespeare’s plays—on the
rel