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Introduction

by Brendan O’Hea

This was never meant to be a book. My plan was to record Judi Dench talking about all the Shakespeare parts she has played and, with her blessing, to offer it to the archive department at Shakespeare’s Globe. But when a friend of her grandson overheard one of our many discussions at her home in Surrey, and was intrigued to know what all the laughter, passion and arguing was about, it made me wonder if these interviews might have a wider appeal.

The Man who Pays the Rent was the name that Judi and her husband, Michael Williams, gave to Shakespeare when they were working for the Royal Shakespeare Company almost continuously throughout the 1970s. Sadly, Michael died in 2001, but he makes a number of appearances in this book and I’ve loved getting to know him more through Judi’s stories.

For a long while, I thought of calling the book Herding Eels. Judi Dench is almost impossible to pin down – especially when it involves talking about herself and her approach to acting. Added to which is her inability to pass up an opportunity to muck about: she’s unable to eat an orange without carving a strip of peel into comedy teeth; if a parcel arrives at the house, the packaging will need to be fashioned into a hat; and I’ve lost count of the number of times where, mid-interview, I’ve had to sit and watch while she tried to see how much Butterkist popcorn she could fit into her mouth.

There was also another stumbling block to overcome. Judi admits to working purely on instinct, and was anxious that we might get bogged down with an academic analysis of the plays. But she needn’t have worried because, as will become patently obvious in the pages that follow, neither of us are academics.

Although we have been friends for many years (we first met when acting together in A Little Night Music at the National Theatre in 1995), I have learnt so much more about her during these interviews. I always knew her to be kind, generous, playful and witty, but I hadn’t, for instance, appreciated her phenomenal memory. Apart from being able to recite entire scenes of Shakespeare, she remembers events from her childhood in microscopic detail; names of actors, dressers and stage-doorkeepers dating back to the start of her career; and possesses a photographic memory of almost all her costumes.

Many of the directors Judi has worked with have been at the vanguard of British theatre, and it has been a pleasure to be transported into their rehearsal rooms. Her insights on Shakespeare are incisive and refreshing in their simplicity. (In fact I’ve never known her to reveal so much about her own craft.) But above all, it’s been an immense privilege to have an actor at the top of their game for nearly seven decades lead me by the hand and introduce me to these extraordinary Shakespearean women.

The interviews were conducted over four years. We would start by having a general chat about the play. I would then read each scene, asking questions along the way, and Judi would offer a running commentary (whilst picking me up on my mispronunciations and Welsh accent). In the case of Henry V, Richard III and The Comedy of Errors, in which she appeared on screen, we sat down and watched the films together, which I found instructive and she found excruciating.

Judi has always loved to paint and draw, and her scripts are full of doodles in the margins. Her eyesight has deteriorated over the years and she now finds it difficult to see. She only agreed to include her recent illustrations in the book when a friend suggested that they might inspire other people with visual impairment to start painting.

In the unabridged transcripts for the interviews, Judi precedes almost every sentence with the words ‘maybe’, ‘perhaps’ and ‘possibly’ (not to mention a few F-bombs along the way). This would have become too tiresome to read so I’ve cut most of them. But what they revealed – the adverbs, not the swearing – was her reluctance to be dogmatic. The only thing she’s certain about is that there is no right way of performing Shakespeare.

I read somewhere that trying to work out Shakespeare’s personality was like looking at a very dark, heavily varnished picture in the Portrait Gallery. At first you see nothing, then you recognise a few features, and then you realise that they are your own.

I think the above is also true of Shakespeare’s characters. They reflect our own selves back to us. As Judi once said to me: ‘There are as many interpretations of Shakespeare as there are people who have ever been, are and will be.’

What follows are just one person’s reflections …




Macbeth

Lady Macbeth


Macbeth was the reason I went into the theatre. I saw my brother Peter play King Duncan in a school production. He had to say ‘What bloody man is that?’ and I thought: My God – swearing! If this is Shakespeare this is for me.



You’ve played Lady Macbeth twice?


Yes, first at Nottingham, in 1963, and then we took the production to Ghana, Sierra Leone and Nigeria. Peter Brook maintained that his was the first company to tour West Africa but in actual fact it was ours.

The audiences were wonderful – very vociferous. In the sleepwalking scene a woman shouted out, ‘Oh my God, she’s washing her hands and there’s no basin.’ And they loved the rhymes, they found them hilarious. ‘The thane of Fife had a wife’ got a belter. They’d yell, ‘Say that bit again.’

It was very taxing playing outside in the heat, though. I remember seeing vultures sitting in the trees and I said to the actors, ‘For God’s sake, twitch when you’re dead, they’re waiting to eat us.’

And then Polly Adams, who played one of the witches – well, her tooth blew up and she couldn’t go on. A woman from the British Council offered to step in, said she knew the lines. But when it came to the spell around the cauldron – ‘Eye of newt and toe of frog, / Wool of bat and tongue of dog’ – she forgot the words and said, ‘Wool of bat and two pork chops.’



You also played Lady Macbeth for the RSC?


Trevor Nunn, 1976, at the Other Place in Stratford. Trevor was reluctant to be involved at first, as he’d recently directed it for the main house, but Ian [McKellen] and I threatened to pull out if he wasn’t. There was no money. It was a very pared-back production. A circle of chalk on the floor and plain wooden orange boxes to sit on. We wore muted blacks and greys except for King Duncan who was all in white. I had a black dress and black boots, and it was my idea to have a black headscarf.



Were you ever frightened of the play?


Frightened?



There’s often a lot of superstition surrounding Macbeth. Didn’t Roger Rees break his leg at one point?


Yes, he did – had to play Malcolm in a wheelchair. No, I don’t think I’m superstitious. I don’t like whistling in the dressing room, but then it’s usually me doing the whistling, and I always call it The Scottish Play when I’m in a theatre. We had a vicar who would occasionally sit in the front row with a crucifix. And I remember one day walking back with Trevor from the Other Place, rehearsals weren’t going very well – I think it was the bareness of the set: too exposing – and I said to him, ‘It’s not going to work, is it?’ And at that moment I fell off the pavement.

Eventually it felt very liberating to have stripped it all back. It was alarming and terribly exciting because the audience were so close. It was very intense.



We first meet Lady Macbeth reading a letter from her husband.


Yes. I suspect she’s read it many times, studied it, memorised certain passages. I may even have mumbled some of the lines.

What’s important is that you establish the couple’s passion for each other in this scene. A key line is when Macbeth refers to his wife as ‘my dearest partner of greatness’. At a time when women were perhaps not considered so equal – ‘dearest partner of greatness’ – that’s a real clue to their relationship.

In the letter, Macbeth reveals that he has met these three very strange people who have saluted him, saying, ‘Hail, King that shalt be.’ Lady Macbeth’s mind is racing. ‘Hail, King that shalt be.’ But Macbeth won’t do anything to promote himself, he lacks ambition and ruthlessness, he’s ‘too full o’ the milk of human kindness’. She knows him terribly well.

And of course she’s also revealing something about herself. But I don’t think she should come on as a grim go-getter. Or an unbelievably evil woman. If she was evil she’d have no reason to conjure the spirits. You shouldn’t think straight away: ‘Oh, here’s trouble.’ You should see it growing.



Does she ever question the prophecy of the weird sisters?


I don’t think she does. And nor does he. But then remember at that time, witches and witchcraft were very much …

God, I heard a terrible thing. D’you know Edinburgh well? At the bottom of the castle there used to be the sewers. And if somebody was accused of witchcraft they’d drag them up there and drop them in, and if they didn’t drown in all that sewerage and stuff, they’d take them out and burn them. It’s stayed with me so vividly. Don’t want to be thought of as a witch, do you?



Not in Edinburgh.


Not in Edinburgh, no. Bradford’s OK. [Laughs.]



A messenger arrives to say, ‘The King comes here tonight.’ Meaning Duncan.


The coincidence. Especially having just read that letter. It’s fortuitous, plays right into their hands. It must be so unnerving for her, mustn’t it?


SERVANT

The King comes here tonight.

LADY MACBETH

Thou’rt mad to say it.



And that’s what’s called a pick-up line – a complete iambic pentameter which is shared. When it’s written on the page like that, that’s Shakespeare telling you to pick up your cue.



After the servant leaves you say, ‘Come, you spirits / That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here.’


Now that – yes – I used to wait and listen and see if anybody was about, and then I’d kneel down to summon the spirits. And in the middle of that speech – I can’t remember at which point exactly – I would take in far too much air and become dizzy, and then quickly jump back.

She knows she’s crossed the line into something profane – gone too far meddling with witchcraft. It’s like being in the middle of a seance and discovering something unbelievably fearful. But she needs to invoke the spirits to help her – ‘fill me from the crown to the toe, top full / Of direst cruelty’. She must lose her femininity – ‘unsex me here’. Macbeth needs a push, and with the help of the spirits his wife is the one to do it. She is the spur that pricks him on.



Is it true that when Trevor was asked if the Macbeths were the Nixons—


He said, ‘No, they’re the Kennedys.’ They’re the golden couple. They adore each other. And she’ll do anything for him. If he wants to be king then it’ll come to pass. ‘You are Glamis, you are Cawdor, and we know what’s been promised next. You’re going to be the effing King, darling.’



And you’ll be the Queen.


She’s not interested in that. I don’t think she does it for herself at all. She does it for him. She’ll push him towards what she believes to be his due.



So you’ve read his letter, you’re told the King’s arriving tonight, then Macbeth appears.



MACBETH

My dearest love,

Duncan comes here tonight.

LADY MACBETH

And when goes hence?

MACBETH

Tomorrow, as he purposes.

LADY MACBETH

O never

Shall sun that morrow see.

Your face, my thane, is as a book where men

May read strange matters.



It’s an orchestral score, isn’t it? Shakespeare tells you how to act it. Lady Macbeth completes the shared line, which shows her mind racing. And after ‘Shall sun that morrow see’ there should be a pause because it’s not a full iambic pentameter, which means you’re allowed some kind of a reaction. Peter [Hall] taught me that and it opened a huge door for me.

In that pause, I think she’s gauging what Macbeth is thinking. She sees that his mind has gone exactly where her mind has gone. She discerns naked ambition in his face, and it’s obviously shaken him to the roots. Oh God, it’s so beautifully constructed.



When she says, ‘He that’s coming’ – ‘He’ meaning King Duncan – ‘Must be provided for’, is there anything loaded in that word ‘provided’?


Oh, I think so. They’re speaking in code. It’s chilling.


LADY MACBETH

He that’s coming

Must be provided for; and you shall put

This night’s great business into my dispatch,

Which shall to all our nights and days to come

Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom.





She finishes the speech with a rhyme. Does that mean she wants to put an end to the conversation?


Could be. Or maybe the rhyme makes it more conclusive, all the more likely to happen. And she hasn’t chosen the word ‘sovereign’ by accident.



Lady Macbeth welcomes King Duncan. But she’s alone. No Macbeth.


Well, he’s mucking about in his room, isn’t he, getting frightened and nervous? But there would have been nothing odd about her greeting Duncan by herself. Duncan’s her cousin. She says later, ‘Had he not resembled / My father as he slept, I had done’t.’ They’re family.



Which makes it even more abhorrent that she can contemplate killing him.


You bet.



Glamis sounds like a lovely place. No hint of the horror about to come.


Nor should there be. Like in all good thrillers, we need light and shade. They say such lovely things about the place. It’s full of birds and summer and sweet air – ‘heaven’s breath / Smells wooingly here’. She gives Duncan such a lovely welcome – couldn’t be more hospitable.



No sign of the pantomime villain.


Not at all. Otherwise it would make Duncan and the others look like idiots. And also, somebody would make a comment about it.



Later, Macbeth is alone and getting cold feet about the assassination. Lady Macbeth arrives.


Yes, and they have a lot of shared lines, which not only indicates the speed of the scene, but also how attuned they are to each other.

So he’s having the collywobbles, and tells her he doesn’t want to proceed with the murder. She’s livid: ‘Was the hope drunk / Wherein you dressed yourself?’ She’s thinking: If you’re going to waver and change your mind, then don’t expect me to be at your beck and call. If you can vacillate over this then who’s to say that you can’t change your mind over us? She uses their relationship as a bargaining chip. She thinks he’s a coward, lacks manliness. She doesn’t hold back.

And of course they have the added pressure of Duncan and the others, who are waiting downstairs. Any minute Macbeth’s absence will be noticed. I mean, she must be at her wits’ end, because Duncan is here right now in the castle – it’s serendipitous – and they’ve only got one night to bump him off.



In the course of the scene we learn that they once had children that didn’t survive.



LADY MACBETH

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.



She’s saying that she wouldn’t back out of doing something horrific – she’d rather murder her own child. And that’s why she had to invoke the spirits. Because what she’s saying is not a rational, human, humane, loving response. ‘Unsex me here’ and all that. The spirits have taken her over.



So the spirits are operating there?


That’s what I imagine is happening.

She’s trying to galvanise him. But he’s all ‘If we should fail?’ And she says, ‘We fail? / But screw your courage to the sticking place / And we’ll not fail.’ She sees it so clearly: kill Duncan, smear the drunk grooms in his blood, put the daggers in their hands, and then make one hell of a row about it, crying and running up and down the stairs.



The passion they have for each other makes perfect sense.


Well, they talk about it all the time. ‘Dearest chuck’, he calls her. And even other people mention it. King Duncan refers to her as Macbeth’s ‘great love’. Everyone knows it’s a wonderful marriage. If there wasn’t the passion, what else would drive them on?



So she manages to steady Macbeth and then it’s the night of the murder.


This was when we turned up for rehearsals and Trevor had blocked up every single chink of light. It was a hot summer day, and when we got to the Other Place, which was a tin hut, it was all pitch black. There was a staircase on the set. Trevor said, ‘Ian, go upstairs and in your own time I want you to come back down having done the murder.’ It was hair-raising. Because that first speech of hers – ‘Hark. Peace … He is about it’ – it’s all about listening. I could hear Macbeth but I couldn’t see him. Just think of that great castle – listening to every single creak and sound and breath. But then I hear him coming down the stairs so quietly and the footsteps … well, it was absolutely electrifying.



The suspense – the audience must have been—


They were. Terrified. No light at all. It used to be deathly quiet.



Macbeth goes into a tailspin after the murder. He’s full of regret and doubt.


He’s in a state of unbelievable fear. He thought it would be a case of creeping upstairs, sticking a knife in the King and coming back down quickly. Instead, he had people half waking up, and mumbling prayers in their sleep. Lady Macbeth heard him call out, ‘Who’s there?’ at one point. Christ. And now he’s back downstairs, he’s in a panic, he can’t leave it alone.

And she’s furious because he’s about to give the whole game away. Somebody’ll come in and see him shaking like a child. And he’s also covered in blood and still holding the daggers. She has to run upstairs and put them in the grooms’ hands. When she returns she’s scathing: ‘My hands are of your colour; but I shame / To wear a heart so white.’



She possesses extraordinary mettle.


Yes – well, she didn’t conjure up the spirits to get her going for nothing. And she has to do something – he’s being so feckless, full of remorse. He needs to pull himself together, because they’ve got to act very, very surprised in a minute.

And then the next scene is with the Porter, isn’t it? Shakespeare knew exactly where to place the comedy. Relieve the audience, give them a laugh, and then he can crank up the tension even more.



Duncan is found murdered and there’s chaos. Everyone comes running. I find her silence compelling in this scene.


She must be watching Macbeth like a hawk.



When she faints, is it real or is she faking it?


Perhaps it’s real, perhaps it’s all got too much for her: the reality of what they’ve done, the fear Macbeth might let the cat out of the bag. But I think I played it as a fake faint. I used it as a decoy to take the searchlight off him. She needs to draw the attention to herself – Macbeth’s not shutting up and she’s frightened he’s about to blow their cover.



So Duncan’s dead and next time we see you both, you’re King and Queen. No big costume change?


Nothing at all. Only a little gold crown.



She’s rather quiet in this scene. She’s very polite to Banquo.


Well, Banquo was with Macbeth when the witches made their prophecy. He’s in the know, he’s involved, so she’s keeping an eye on him.

We also learn that Duncan’s sons have fled to Ireland – that’s Shakespeare telling us that there’s been a time lapse. And the sons are spreading rumours, aren’t they, telling porkies?



I’m not sure they’re porkies, they’re voicing their suspicions about their father’s death, which turn out to be true.


OK, OK, have it your own way.



In the next scene, Lady Macbeth is alone with a servant.


And there’s no sign of Macbeth. She has to ask for her husband: ‘Say to the King, I would attend his leisure / For a few words.’ Desperate, isn’t it? He’s not around.


LADY MACBETH

Nought’s had, all’s spent,

Where our desire is got without content:

’Tis safer to be that which we destroy

Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.



This is when she realises that there’s a fissure opening up between them because he keeps going off to his room and shutting the door. You know, it’s all very well being King and Queen but where’s the passion that they once had?



Did Trevor Nunn ever talk about the rhythm and the structure of the verse?


Not really. John [Barton] and Peter [Hall] did. Peter never stopped. He used to stand at a lectern beating out the rhythm as we spoke the lines.



Was that irritating?


Sometimes, I suppose, but he was giving you the scaffolding. He saw the verse as a piece of music. Maybe that was to do with his opera work. He would talk about the line endings being like the bars in music and how a jazz musician would cut across them. Oh God, there was nobody like him.

And John was terrific. They were both so rigorous and passionate about the plays. They had exactly the same approach, but slightly different ways of doing it.

Peter would have his eyes in the script until you got the rhythm of the verse how he wanted it, and only then he would look up and watch. John would be chewing gum – or razor blades (which was a party trick of his) – wearing his same green cardigan and drinking an enormous quantity of milk. I once saw him tip his chair back and when he tipped it forward, the leg went straight into his mug of milk.



And what about Trevor Nunn?


Trevor was always up on his feet: looking, watching. He wouldn’t go on about the rhythm. But I’d learnt that from Peter and John, so that was ingrained in me. All three of them were very attentive to how the play was spoken because that was the ethos of the RSC.

But Trevor was more like an actor in a way. He’d be interested in the psychology, the relationships, the humanity – not that the others weren’t, but he took it further. And Trevor laughs a lot, he’s up for a joke.

But, at the same time, he’s just unbelievably perceptive about the play and … not how he wants it done – he’s not didactic in any way – but he has a way of suggesting things, and then he leaves it up to you.



After Lady Macbeth’s brief moment with the servant, Macbeth appears.


And what’s the first thing she says to her husband? ‘Why do you keep alone?’ She doesn’t go to bed with him any more. He’s in his own room, closes the door on her, shuts her out. [Depressed.] It’s why she goes mad … it’s why … that’s why she actually dies …



You’re back there in your mind, aren’t you? I can see.


Yes, because she’s so bloody lonely. Macbeth is lost in his own thoughts. And she’s thinking: For goodness’ sake, what’s done is done. Let’s return to how we were. Going over and over and over it is destroying us. But she can’t reach him. I think I shook him at one point.

Also, don’t forget that this is the night of the banquet, so they have all that pressure to deal with as well: ‘Be bright and jovial among your guests tonight,’ she tells him. And then Macbeth reveals – oh God – that he has ‘plans’ for Banquo and Fleance. That is where an enormous chasm opens up between him and Lady Macbeth, because for the first time in their marriage he’s making arrangements that have nothing to do with her. It’s completely foreign to their relationship: she’s always been party to everything, but now she’s locked out.

I mean, they’ve got what they’ve wanted – they’ve fought for this: he’s King, she’s Queen. But somehow the gap between them is widening and widening. Where there was once passion and conspiracy and closeness, suddenly – whoosh – it’s gone. She’s looking at somebody who she doesn’t know any more. He’s away – miles away. Oh God.



Lady Macbeth remains very much silent towards the end of this scene. Macbeth says, ‘Thou marvell’st at my words.’


Well, she’s appalled, she’s speechless. Ian [McKellen] used to physically scoop me up and take me off with him.

And I think it was towards the end of that scene where Ian had to say, ‘Light thickens, and the crow / Makes wing to th’ rooky wood.’ And one night he said ‘rooky nook’. [Laughs.] It’s such a funny phrase. I was kneeling at his feet and I thought – I mean, I was completely … I was laughing so much I had convulsions. So I turned it into a terrible fit of hysteria. I was helpless, and the audience were two feet away. I was relieved I got through it – by sleight of hand.



Lady Macbeth isn’t a huge role, is it?


Not at all. Important, though. And it’s a short play. Do it without an interval, which is what we did, and you don’t lose the tension.



So we’re at the banquet and Lady Macbeth is unaware that Banquo has been killed?


Yes, but she’s no fool. Banquo’s meant to be there. And Fleance. She knows something’s up. My God, it’s a tense time, isn’t it?



Do you notice Macbeth having the conversation with the murderers?


Depends how it’s staged, but no, I didn’t spot them in our production. That’s why Macbeth asks Lady Macbeth to welcome the guests: he’s distracted, chatting to the murderers in the doorway, while she’s left to keep the party going.

Also, one of the murderers has blood on his face. If Lady Macbeth was to notice them she’d say, ‘What the hell’s wrong with him?’



Banquo’s ghost appears to Macbeth and he loses the plot, and she has to make excuses for her husband’s irrational behaviour.


Yes. She says: Please don’t look at him. He gets the jitters now and again. He’ll be back to normal in a minute.

All this, while trying to hold the dinner party together. We think it’s just about OK – no more ghosts – when Macbeth suddenly sees Banquo again and throws his drink everywhere. Lady M has to say to the guests:


LADY MACBETH

Think of this, good peers,

But as a thing of custom. ’Tis no other;

Only it spoils the pleasure of the time.



You bet. It’s the dinner party from hell, isn’t it? Premier disorder.



She must be on tenterhooks. Macbeth is about to spill the beans, getting very close to revealing—


Oh, he’s right out there now. And everybody at the dinner is asking questions. She’s got to get them all away.

And I remember everybody else went off, and Ian and I would be left alone just sitting there … completely finished … Lady Macbeth is wiped out, emotionally drained. Macbeth’s exhausted but needs to carry on – he’s on a treadmill, and is determined to cover his tracks: nothing’s going to stand in his way. ‘We are yet but young in deed,’ he says. And she doesn’t say anything. She can’t. Because she knows there’s such a gulf between them, there’s nothing left for them any more as a couple.

Or for her. She enabled Macbeth to murder Duncan because she thought that’s all it would require. But that wasn’t enough for him, and she can’t go any further with it. So he goes on and on and on, getting more voracious and ambitious, and she remains behind – alone. All’s spent.

And that’s why I think she dies. Nothing exists of their marriage, which is why you have to establish how wonderful it is at the beginning.



Some people think there’s a scene missing for Lady Macbeth – between this point and the sleep-walking.


Yes, I’ve heard that – I think it was Dame Edith Evans who said it. But I never felt that, because you signal the start of her descent here, at the end of the banquet scene, and that paves the way for the sleep-walking.



So – we’re in Dunsinane. A doctor enters with a waiting-gentlewoman.


Good egg, the gentlewoman – keeps her counsel. She must’ve heard terrible things. ‘The thane of Fife had a wife, where is she now?’ The gentlewoman must think: What’s that about? She’s heard those words night after night. Lady Macbeth sleeps in the nuddy.



She sleeps in the nude?


Mmmm. Rises up, puts a nightgown on, writes a letter, seals it, takes her nightie off and goes back to bed. [Laughs.]

All we had for lighting was one candle, which I carried. Lady M. is frightened of the dark now. And not too tightly wrapped. On the very first night at the Other Place there was a thunderstorm, because I always remember the wind blowing under the door and the candle guttering and these long flickering shadows leaping up the wall. And the tin roof was rattling. Later in the dressing room, we said, ‘Effects by God.’

Good scene this, well placed. She plays her greatest hits, doesn’t she? ‘No more o’ that, my lord, no more o’ that; you mar all with this starting’ – that’s the banquet. ‘Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him’ – that’s after the murder. She has no idea she’s incriminating herself.
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Lady Macbeth says: ‘Here’s the smell of the blood still. All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand. O, O, O.’


I turned those three ‘O’s into one long scream. Macbeth is later told: ‘The Queen, my lord, is dead.’ And that should come as no surprise to the audience. That’s why you can’t come on for this scene, do a bit of rather brusque sleep-walking, then go off and suddenly die. At the end of this scene the audience should be left in no doubt that Lady Macbeth has had it. That’s why I joined up the ‘O’s. To show there’s nothing. Left. At all. A big long cry of emptiness. It’s the sound of a breaking of the heart.



So how did you come to that conclusion? Because the doctor says: ‘What a sigh is there’?


I left the actor playing the doctor to work that one out. [Laughs.] I mean sigh, cry, last gasp, you know. Because it’s not written as a sigh. It’s ‘O, O, O’ – that’s not a sigh.

It’s such good writing, isn’t it? It’s a thriller. Her last words are: ‘To bed, to bed, to bed, to bed, to bed, to bed.’ I kept repeating it as I walked off. She longs for sleep.



After the run at the Other Place—


We did it in the main house and it was a disaster. They built seats right round the back of the stage to try and make it more intimate, but the theatre was too big, it dissipated it.

And then we played it at the Young Vic. And that’s where John Woodvine rushed on and shouted ‘let us meet, / And question this most bloody piece of work’. I think that’s what he said. Anyway, it was a line which was meant to be said after the murder, and we hadn’t done the murder yet. [Laughs.] Ian and I – oh God, we were very near the edge – it’s because of the intensity of it: once you start laughing, you’ve had it – [laughs] – you’ve really had it. But somehow we managed to pull through.



Do you think it’s harder to play comedy than tragedy?


I think it’s all bloody hard. Yes, comedy is hard because if you get a laugh and then next night that laugh doesn’t come, you think: What have I done wrong? People are meant to laugh, and if they don’t, it’s not a comedy, is it?

When you’re in a comedy you’re usually sitting in the dressing room in floods of tears, whereas with tragedy, you’re often falling about, making jokes and laughing – as happened with Macbeth when we did it at the Other Place. We were in a cupboard, us four girls (myself and the three witches), getting ready, but the atmosphere was like a group of twelve-year-olds at school. I remember pants being thrown up and sticking on the ceiling. We all just behaved frightfully badly. But then when the show began and we came to sit on those orange boxes in that circle of chalk – you know, the froth had gone off the top of the beer, and everything became centred.



You adore this play, don’t you?


Love it. Beautifully constructed, terrific story, great part, good memories – I remember so much of it. Short, no interval, pub (Dirty Duck): heaven.






Stratford-Upon-Avon

You’ve had a very long association with Stratford-upon-Avon. When did you first visit?


My parents took me there in 1953, when I was eighteen years old, to see Michael Redgrave as King Lear, and I had one of those Damascene moments. Up until then, I had always dreamed of being a theatre designer, but when I saw Robert Colquhoun’s Lear set, I realised that I would never be able to come up with something as imaginative.

It was so spare and perfect – it looked like a great big poppadom, with a large rock in the middle, which, when it turned, could reveal the throne, a bed or a cave. Nothing was held up for a scene change – it was all there in front of you, like a box of tricks waiting to be unveiled.

We stayed overnight in Stratford and the following afternoon my parents and I sat across from the theatre on the other side of the river. It was the summer and the theatre doors and windows were all open, and we heard the matinee over the tannoy and watched the actors running up and down the stairs to their dressing rooms. Little did I know that within ten years I’d be stepping on to that stage to play Titania.



There’s a saying amongst actors that you go to work in Stratford either to finish a relationship or to start one. Is that true?


I can testify to that – it’s a very romantic place, with its own eco-system. And certainly in the early days, with the poor transport links, it felt very cut off. All the actors are away from home, working hard and playing hard.



Where did you live when you were there?


Scholar’s Lane, Chapel Lane, all over the place. And then I met Mikey [Michael Williams] and we married and years later we decided to buy a house in Charlecote, which is just outside Stratford. We invited my mother (who was widowed by then) and Mikey’s parents to come and live with us, which they jumped at. It had always been my dream to live in a community – that’s a Quaker principle, of course – so it worked out very well.

I remember Mikey and I were driving home one night from the theatre along Hampton Lucy Lane, and we found a young deer wandering the road, disorientated, and we stopped the car and managed to coax it back into Charlecote Park. But the police appeared on our doorstep the next morning, because apparently someone had spotted us and thought we were trying to steal it. (That’s the exact same spot where Shakespeare was caught poaching, I believe.) We explained that we weren’t taking him out, we were putting him back in, and luckily they let us off the hook.

Whenever I get the chance I still visit Charlecote. We lived there for ten years and Fint [Judi’s daughter Finty Williams] grew up there. And Michael is buried in the grounds of the little church.



What are your happiest memories of being in Stratford?


Oh, so many: the plays and the companies; the tourists and the swans; the all-night lock-ins at the Dirty Duck; the mist on the River Avon in the morning. I used to love walking along the riverbank because of the willows, which hung down so low that I had to bend to walk under them. Trevor Nunn found it so funny when I told him that that little path is the only place in the world where I feel tall because I have to duck my head. You know the spot I mean, don’t you – in Bancroft Gardens? It’s where there’s a silver birch tree planted in memory of Vivien Leigh with a stone at the base saying ‘A lass unparalleled.’

And then there’s the Mop Fair, which arrives in Stratford once a year. When Fint was very small, Mikey and I took her on the Octopus ride, and when we got off Fint was crying and I was very, very sick. I then had to head straight over to the Other Place to play Lady Macbeth; all I remember is fumbling my way along Waterside holding on to every available surface, with my head still spinning. That must’ve been a dodgy performance.



What’s the story about the man who came to deliver a parcel to your house in London?


Oh, he was so sweet. I opened the door and he seemed very pleased to see me. He said: ‘I know you, I’ve seen you in Stratford-upon-Avon in – um …’ And I said: ‘Macbeth?’ ‘No, no, not Macbeth.’ ‘Much Ado?’ ‘No, not Much Ado.’ ‘Cymbeline?’ ‘No, not Cymbeline: Mayflower restaurant.’ [Laughs.]



Did you visit Trinity Church where Shakespeare is buried?


All the time. And the Guild Chapel: I used to go in the chapel before every press night – sit quietly, steady my nerves. It’s attached to the school that Shakespeare attended, and directly opposite New Place where he lived – it must’ve been right in the middle of everything, back in the day. I love that chapel. It used to be painted white with plain wooden benches, but it’s much smarter now since they’ve restored it.



In 2022, you were awarded the Freedom of the Town of Stratford. It’s only been conferred six times since the actor David Garrick first received it in 1768.


It was such an honour. Both Ken [Kenneth Branagh] and I were given it. It means we can now walk our sheep through Stratford with impunity. After the ceremony in the Town Hall, we had to have our photographs taken outside. The organisers had arranged for some sheep to be there. I was then ushered up to a balcony to make a speech and thought I was getting some nice laughs, but it turned out to be my four-legged friends, bleating. [Laughs.]



You love Stratford, don’t you?


In all the memories I have, that’s where my heart is. It’s where I feel centred. So much of what Shakespeare talks about in his plays can be referenced to the countryside around Stratford. You can see the forest of Arden of his imagination, you know he was in that school, played by that river, went to visit Anne Hathaway in Shottery and ran out of his house in Henley Street. As soon as I arrived in Stratford to play Titania in ’62 I thought: This is where I want to be.






A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Titania

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, you’ve played First Fairy, Hermia and, of course, Titania.


Tits, oh yes – Tits lots of times. Tits at school – at the Mount, in York – when I was fourteen and I wore somebody’s old evening dress and sewed things on to it. We were directed by the blessed Mrs Mac [Kathleen Macdonald], who had been at the Old Vic with Gielgud. She was the most inspiring teacher.

I also played Titania on three occasions professionally, each time directed by Peter Hall. In fact, The Dream bookended our working relationship, because it was the first and last time that I worked with him.

When I first came to play Titania at the RSC in ’62, it was in a production that Peter had already directed. I’d seen it in the fifties with Mary Ure playing Titania (who’d been a few years above me at the Mount, and whom I knew). It had the most exquisite design by Lila de Nobili. The opening scene was set in a great hall with two staircases that swept up either side of a central doorway. When it came time for the transformation into the woods, the whole of the top wall became gauze and was lit to reveal a forest beyond, and then Ian Holm came running through the trees towards us as Puck. It was absolutely magical to watch.

My costume was Elizabethan with a huge collar. And my wig was made in Paris out of yak hair. The bodice was boned – a dark brown colour – and the full skirt was gauzy and became ragged and mothy at the knee. Our feet were dirty and bare, which made us feel both aerial and of the earth, and it was easy to run about (I didn’t tend to fall over so much in those days). And whenever we entered, we were always sniffing the air – we were feral.

Six years later we filmed the production at Compton Verney Manor, which at the time was a ruin. Peter didn’t want to use the stage costumes because they looked too theatrical against the reality of the countryside, so all the fairies were painted green and wore nothing but a G-string and a few leaves stuck on here and there. My costume was picked freshly every morning.

You know how frightened I am of worms? Well, in one shot, Peter had me lying on the ground before ‘What angel wakes me from my flowery bed?’ And he said, ‘Judi, just stay still for a minute while we set it all up.’ They spent ages putting flowers and foliage all over me – ages – then I opened my eyes and looked down to see a worm by my feet. I leapt up and ruined everything. After that Titania wore welly boots.



What’s the story about the fireman in Compton Verney?


It rained almost every day while we were filming. But on the one day that Peter needed rain, the sun came out, so they had to call in the fire brigade to spray water on us. We rehearsed the whole sequence in our macs, then when Peter shouted ‘Action’, we dropped them to the ground, and this young fireman, seeing us as good as naked, lost control of his hose. Water all over the place.

There were no showers at Compton Verney, and so at the end of each day, I’d have to travel back to my cottage in Ettington in all my make-up. I was wearing my own clothes – trousers and a polo-neck sweater – but I still had green hands and a green face. On one occasion, a man caught sight of me walking up the lane and fell off his ladder.



In 2010, you played Titania again at the Rose Theatre, Kingston upon Thames. The production was quite conceptual.


Peter had this idea that I should play her as Elizabeth I. He rang and said, ‘I have a solution for Titania being the age you are’ – I was seventy-five at the time. ‘A company of actors turn up at her court, she takes a shine to the young man playing Oberon and rather cheekily decides she’s playing Titania.’



I understand the thinking behind that concept. Older woman, younger man, which mirrors Elizabeth and Essex, and there are references to Elizabeth in the play – ‘fair vestal throned by the west,’ etc. And of course Edmund Spenser wrote The Faerie Queen with a nod to Elizabeth as Queen of the Fairies. But was it difficult playing Titania through the prism of Elizabeth I?


I just played it like I thought she would play it. I’m not sure if it worked, that’s for others to decide, but if Peter had said, ‘I want you to play her as a big blue bunny,’ I expect I’d have made a go of it. [Laughs.] There’s no right way of performing Shakespeare. And that’s why the plays are still being done. Peter chose to go with a particular interpretation. And if people liked it, that’s fine. And if they didn’t like it, that’s also fine – they need never think of it that way again.



How do you play the Queen of the Fairies?


You don’t. You play the situation. You hope you look right and let the lines do it for you.

Titania doesn’t think of herself as Queen of the Fairies – unless it’s expedient to do so. Titania and Oberon are a couple at war who happen to be Queen and King of the Fairies. Your job as an actor is to find the humanity: something that the audience can identify with. In this case it’s two people having a blazing row.



And in terms of playing status—


Status is created by other people’s attitude towards you. Titania has a retinue and it’s the people around her that give her the status. It’s like – was it Tyrone Guthrie who said it to Ian Holm when he was playing Henry V? ‘Don’t let anyone come within four feet of you.’ It’s all to do with how other people act in relation to you. That’s what gives you the power.



At Shakespeare’s Globe there are three entrances at the back of the stage – two side doors, and a much larger central doorway. The central entrance would have been the preserve of people in authority – kings and queens, countesses and princes. And Shakespeare’s fools would have also made their entrances through the centre, because they spoke truth to power.


I didn’t know about the fools – interesting. I know Titania and Oberon enter from the side because it’s given as a stage direction in the First Folio: Enter the King of Fairies at one door with his train, and the Queen at the other with hers. It shows them in opposition, at loggerheads. And presumably at the end, when they’re reunited, Titania and Oberon will exit together through the centre to show them in harmony again.



Exactly that. So we first meet them when they confront each other in the forest?


Yes. She’s out on a bit of a flit about and has come face to face with Oberon.


OBERON

Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania.

TITANIA

What, jealous Oberon! Fairies, skip hence.

I have forsworn his bed and company.



We weren’t allowed to say the word ‘bed’ in my school production at the Mount. Too risqué. It was just ‘I have forsworn his company.’ We probably didn’t mention ‘amorous Phillida’ either. The play is full of sex, which would make it tricky to edit for a Quaker school. Titania and Oberon are so randy. They’re all at it like knives. You never see that in productions, do you? All the fairies should be humping each other throughout. [Laughs.]



Titania and Oberon accuse each other of infidelity and then she has that wonderful speech.


‘These are the forgeries of jealousy.’ She’s in a fury. Because she can’t escape him. Wherever she goes – on a hill, in a forest, on a beach, in a meadow – he rocks up, looking for a fight. And what are the repercussions of their rows? The whole world’s thrown upside down. It’s cataclysmic. There are contagious fogs and diseases, floods in summer, heatwaves in winter, and the animals are dying and the crops are rotting in the fields and it’s all their fault. Between them they are ruining the world. Because of their differences. It’s a very, very good speech for what we feel about the planet now. Melting ice caps and flooding and climate change.



I was told that a long speech like this can be divided into three sections: thesis (where the argument is stated), antithesis (where the argument is explored), and synthesis (where there’s some kind of resolution, which may indeed be another question).


I’ve never thought of it like that, but I’m sure that’s right. What’s important is that you avoid sending up a flare which announces: Big Speech Coming Up. That’s fatal, as the audience will switch off in advance. The thing to do is to catch them out. And you do that by telling the story and playing the argument, discovering each thought line by line, as if it’s occurring to you in the moment.



Do you find the story of the Indian boy confusing? I sometimes miss it in performance and yet it’s the basis of Titania and Oberon’s quarrel.


Well, I’d say jealousy is the basis of their quarrel. Oberon wants to have the little Indian boy in his train. And Titania says no: ‘His mother was a votaress of my order … I will not part with him.’ And that’s the final straw for Oberon. He’s jealous of the attention she’s giving the child.

But he’s also jealous of her relationship with Theseus. And that’s sexual jealousy. But then they’ve both been sleeping around – he’s been off with Hippolyta and she’s been with Theseus. Titania is like a succubus – one of those female demons that seduce men in their dreams.



Oberon agrees to make peace with Titania provided she gives him the Indian boy.


Titania tells him to get stuffed. She was very close to the boy’s mother, and when the mother died, Titania took the child under her wing. He’s like a son to her and there’s no way she’s giving him up.

Oberon, miffed at being turned down, asks, ‘How long within this wood intend you stay?’ And she replies, ‘Perchance till after Theseus’ wedding-day.’ Naughty girl. He’s already accused her of sleeping with Theseus, and she’s hinting that she might have one last fling before the wedding. She’s provoking Oberon.



Titania has a lot to say in this first scene. How do you stop it becoming one long rant?


You trust the director to tell you to stop shouting. Besides, when you’re having a row you don’t necessarily go on and on haranguing each other. You may want to negotiate or tease or pacify the other person. A long speech is made up of so many different shades of colour. For example, you might be incredibly calm in the middle of a furious row. [Becoming calm.] ‘Now listen to me – what happens is – you simply. Don’t. Listen.’ You could deliver it like that. And that’s what Titania might choose to do when giving her reason for not handing over the child.



My old drama teacher used to say that ‘a monologue is a dialogue where the other person happens to not say anything.’


I think that’s very good. Because in order to make somebody hear, you regard what they’re doing, and it’s their behaviour that makes you change. People think listening is what you do when you have nothing to say, but you’re often listening and observing while you’re speaking – gauging the other person’s reactions to see if you need to carry on urging them.



You’re reacting to what they give you?


Yes. For instance, if I was to upset you – which I’m sure I have at some point—



You most certainly have.


What! When have I upset you?



When you blew out that candle and splattered wax over my new jacket. And then tried to remove the wax with a hot iron and brown paper and burned off my lapels.


[Laughs.] Oh yes, I’d forgotten that.

So, imagine you had stormed out of the room, I could have followed you and said [firmly], ‘Brendan, for goodness’ sake, listen to me when I’m talking to you.’ Or I could have said [gentle tone], ‘Brendan, did you hear me? It was an accident. I’ll pay for the jacket.’

They’re different tactics. It’s another turn of your mind. It may not be so thought out as a tactic – it’s just another way of expressing something, trying to get your point across and affect change in the other person.



Good. We’ll leave that scene. I’m sure we’ve got enough there.


‘Got enough there’? We’ve exhausted it. I’m shattered.



You’re shattered because every time I say a line you have to complete the speech. And then you continue to the end of the scene playing all the parts. You’re like Bottom.


[Laughs.] It’s because I’ve been in the play so many times and know all the words. And once I start, I can’t stop.

So what’s next? Is it Titania’s bower and ‘Come, now a roundel’ where she asks her fairies to sing her to sleep?


TITANIA

Then, for the third part of a minute, hence:

Some to kill cankers in the musk-rose buds,

Some war with rere-mice for their leathern wings,

To make my small elves coats …



We’re suddenly plunged into fairy world, which is teeny-weeny. And Shakespeare gives us a microscope and shows us how small they all are in proportion to nature.

‘Then to your offices and let me rest.’ It’s fairy bedtime. When I was boarding at the Mount, after breakfast we were given different jobs to do all over the school – tidying up, dusting, washing the basins down, making beds, all sorts of things – and they were called ‘offices’. I always think of it when I hear that line.

So Titania has a little zzzzz. First Fairy says:


FIRST FAIRY

Hence, away! Now all is well.

One aloof stand sentinel.



(I can hear the novelist Maggie [Margaret] Drabble saying that. She played it at the Mount, and again at the RSC in ’62.) And then the First Fairy gets kidnapped – at least that’s what we did in our RSC production – kidnapped by naughty Ian Richardson and Ian Holm with their pointy ears. All the fairies had pointy, perky ears.



Then Oberon places the love juice on Titania’s eyes.


Rotten love juice – very powerful – love juice on the fairy black market.

A little later, Titania is in her bower having a lovely sleep, and she can hear singing: it’s Bottom, the weaver, who’s been transformed into an ass. All his friends have run away and he’s alone in the woods. It’s dark and he’s frightened so he sings to himself and marches up and down to brave it out [singing]: ‘The ousel cock so black of hue’. Titania wakes up and, because of the love juice, becomes instantly smitten with him. She thinks he’s the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen.



A number of reviews for the 2010 Rose Theatre production remarked on how seriously you played this scene.


Well of course it’s serious. He can camp it up but she doesn’t – she’s in love. You have to believe she’s completely enthralled by this person that she’s never seen before. Look at the first thing she says to him: ‘What angel wakes me from my flowery bed?’ She means it. He’s heaven-sent.



She speaks in verse, and he speaks in prose.


Which shows they’re from different worlds. Bottom – he’s so full of himself, isn’t he? But he should be played with such innocence. He’s just keen. And when he tries to leave she puts the mockers on him:


TITANIA

Out of this wood do not desire to go.

Thou shalt remain here, whether thou wilt or no.



She casts a spell which prevents him from leaving.



God, you were terrifying when you said those lines – very forceful.


She announced that she loved him as soon as she clapped eyes on him – she’s not going to mess about now, is she? Excuse me, but I’m no rubbish, you know. After all, she is Queen of the Fairies.

And then she promises him all sorts: attendants, jewels, music – he’ll even be able to fly about with them. But it’s only when he meets the other fairies that he begins to relax and have a rollicking good time. [Laughs.] All these tiny people at his beck and call, ready to run around after him.

It’s so charming when he talks to the fairies about the human world – things they’ll know nothing about, like ox beef and mustard, and cutting your finger and wrapping it in a cobweb to stop it from bleeding, which was an old-country remedy – certainly when I was growing up. It’s so quintessentially English all that, and says much more about Bottom and his very human world. But his terms of reference are completely foreign to the fairies, because they aren’t going to eat a cow. And cobwebs could be blankets for them! They’re very bewildered and they laugh out of politeness. But Titania finds him hysterical. She’s utterly enchanted by him – thinks everything he says is wonderful. Whenever he hee-hawed, I’d hee-haw right back: I was trying to understand his language.



Bottom speaks to all the fairies apart from Moth.


Moth’s probably frightened and hiding – or busy chewing a jumper somewhere. [Laughs.] Or maybe Bottom is about to speak to Moth but Titania interrupts because she thinks: Oh bugger this for a game of marbles, let’s get him to bed or he’ll be making jokes all night. Bottom’s going down frightfully well at the music hall and he’s got a great audience – it must be like trying to get Ken Dodd off stage. She has to put a stop to all the talking, which is why she says at the end of the scene: ‘Tie up my love’s tongue, bring him silently.’ It’s because he’s going ‘hee-haw, hee-haw’. (He’s either becoming quite excited or he’s frightened.) She doesn’t want more chat; she wants to get laid.



They must have cut all this in the Mount production.


Yes, I’m not sure what we thought we were going off to do as Titania and Bottom. Have a nice cup of Ovaltine, probably. An innocent sleepover with a donkey.



There’s a lot of innuendo in this play. For instance, Titania offers to send someone off to fetch Bottom ‘new nuts’.


Well, it’s there if you want to see it, but you shouldn’t underline it. You certainly shouldn’t comment on it with a wink to the audience.

So they’ve had a couple of hours of passion and a sleep and then it’s: Enter Tit, Bot and the Fs. That’s what I used to say. I don’t think it’s in the Folio.
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TITANIA

Come, sit thee down upon this flowery bed,

While I thy amiable cheeks do coy,

And stick musk-roses in thy sleek smooth head,

And kiss thy fair large ears, my gentle joy.



She is besotted with him. And he’s really settling in now, gearing up to start ordering everyone about the place.

He asks for music – ‘the tongs and the bones’. She doesn’t know what that means, but suspects it’s drums and a lot of noise – certainly not conducive to love-making. No, no, no – she’s in a dreamy, lovely mood having had the best sex [laughs] so she doesn’t need heavy metal: she wants strings, not the 1812.

She invites the fairies to scratch Bottom’s ears. He can have anything he wants. Does he need something to eat? She can’t do enough for him. He is her world. Then he falls asleep, and she says, ‘Fairies, begone, and be all ways away.’ And she just watches him sleeping, can’t resist touching him.


TITANIA

So doth the woodbine the sweet honeysuckle

Gently entwist; the female ivy so

Enrings the barky fingers of the elm.

O how I love thee! How I dote on thee!



Her love for him is all-consuming.

That’s a tricky time for an actor playing Titania – when you’re lying with Bottom in the bower. You’re there for ages. I was always nodding off.



And then Oberon releases her from the spell.



TITANIA

My Oberon, what visions have I seen!

Methought I was enamoured of an ass.





Does she ever suspect Oberon?


There’s not room to act it. And it’s not addressed in the text. So I think the answer is no, not for a minute does she suspect Oberon – otherwise Shakespeare would’ve written a speech about it. That moment’s about the transference of love from the donkey to Oberon.

I don’t even think she has any memory of the original altercation with Oberon. That’s all forgotten. She was drugged. Her head is spinning. When she sees the donkey she says, ‘O how mine eyes do loathe his visage now.’ She’s repulsed by him. And yet … and yet there may exist a wisp of something having been wonderful between them. Magic.

A similar thing happens to Bottom when he wakes up: he’s confused and has no answers, but senses that something incredible occurred. Although I think in Bottom’s case he becomes quite distressed. He went to a wonderful place, where he got fussed over and waited on – that’s probably never happened to him before. And I think he’s desperate to go back there but the dream is receding.



And then in the last scene—


Titania and Oberon turn up to bless the house of Theseus and Hippolyta. Shakespeare reassures us that order has been restored – the world is once again united and aligned. Everybody’s asleep, the lovers are all matched up, and everything’s been sorted out:


PUCK

So, good night unto you all.

Give me your hands if we be friends,

And Robin shall restore amends.





It’s not a huge part, is it?


Not at all. It’s very well spaced. When I did it in ’62, John Gielgud brought Peggy Ashcroft to see it. And afterwards – I shouldn’t be telling you this – he sent me a great big bunch of flowers, and a card which read, ‘I felt I could fly away with you.’ Doesn’t get much better than that, does it?



Hermia

Hermia and her father, Egeus, have had a massive row. Hermia wants to marry Lysander, but her father insists that she marry Demetrius. Hermia refuses to give ground and so Egeus marches her to Duke Theseus, begging the Duke to implement ‘the ancient privilege of Athens’, which means that if Hermia continues to defy her father, she can be executed.


Blimey. Cracking way to start a play, isn’t it? And it’s billed as a comedy.

The Duke reminds Hermia that her father ‘should be as a god’ – honour thy father and mother and all that – but she doesn’t give a fuck about her father – or the Duke for that matter. She wants to marry the man she loves, and has no intention of backing down.


THESEUS

Demetrius is a worthy gentleman.

HERMIA

So is Lysander.

THESEUS

In himself he is;

But in this kind, wanting your father’s voice,

The other must be held the worthier.

HERMIA

I would my father looked but with my eyes.

THESEUS

Rather your eyes must with his judgement look.



It takes some courage to stand up to the Duke. She’s a firebrand.



Do you think Hermia has always been this forthright? I only ask because she says, ‘I know not by what power I am made bold.’


I suppose she could’ve been trouble from the day she was born, but I think it’s more interesting if this is the first time that she’s defied her father. All of a sudden her love for Lysander has given her a cause worth fighting for.

Also, there’s something in the air – it’s midsummer’s night and about to be a full moon. Ultimately, I think even Hermia is surprised by her own behaviour.

The power struggle between father and child feels like a precursor of what’s to follow. It’s an unsettling rumble before a thunderstorm.



Theseus offers Hermia three choices: she must either marry Demetrius, become a nun or be executed. She has four days to make her decision.


Women are always being encouraged to become nuns in Shakespeare: Ophelia in Hamlet, Queen Isabel in Richard II, Juliet in Romeo and Juliet – the nunneries must have been packed.

Everybody leaves and Lysander reassures Hermia that ‘the course of true love never did run smooth.’ But he has a solution – why don’t they run away together? If they travel deep enough into the forest they can escape ‘the sharp Athenian law’. The fact that Hermia instantly agrees tells you a great deal about her as a person: she’s spontaneous.



In consenting to run away with Lysander, Hermia swears on a whole list of things – ‘by Cupid’s strongest bow … Venus’ doves … the Carthage Queen’ – why does she need that list?


Because by reiterating it, she’s committing herself. This is no flash in the pan: she means business. She’s pledging herself to somebody for the rest of her life, and the repetition has the feel of a wedding covenant.


HERMIA

By all the vows that ever men have broke –

In number more than ever women spoke –

In that same place thou hast appointed me,

Tomorrow truly will I meet with thee.



And the rhyme conveys her excitement, makes her sincerity sound stronger, puts their relationship in a major key.



Hermia’s best friend, Helena, arrives, and is a little offhand with her.


Of course she is – she’s just been dumped. Until recently Helena’s boyfriend, Demetrius, only had eyes for her, but now he’s completely besotted with Hermia.


HELENA

O teach me how you look, and with what art

You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart.



She’s blaming Hermia for bewitching him, which is ridiculous because Hermia doesn’t want Demetrius, and never has. She’s certainly never led him on.

Seeing Helena trapped in a cycle of despair, Hermia is forced to come clean about her plans to elope:


HERMIA

Take comfort: he no more shall see my face;

Lysander and myself will fly this place.



Then suddenly it’s time to say goodbye. Big moment this, as Hermia and Helena are unlikely ever to see each other again. It’s the end of an era – they’ve grown up together, shared everything, been each other’s soulmate. Hermia wishes Helena all the best with Demetrius, and leaves.



And Helena immediately goes and tells Demetrius about them running away, which I’ve never quite understood.


It’s so that Demetrius will thank her and hopefully fancy her again. Helena’s in a bad way, desperate to get some attention from him. Also, we need it for the story, because no sooner has Demetrius been told about Hermia’s elopement, but he goes off in hot pursuit. Followed, in turn, by Helena.



The next time we see Hermia and Lysander is when they’re in the woods.


And they’re lost. This is when the reality of what they’ve done hits them. They made the decision to run away but hadn’t thought much beyond that. What if her father, Egeus, sends out armed men with attack dogs to hunt them down? They’d better hide for the night and go to sleep. Lysander is keen to lie next to Hermia: ‘One turf shall serve as pillow for us both,’ he says. But she wants him to ‘lie further off’. She makes it very clear: Watch it, she’s saying, I don’t want any rumpy-pumpy in the forest. And Lysander says: ‘O, take the sense, sweet, of my innocence.’ Oh yeah? I’ve heard that before. ‘So far be distant,’ she tells him. I used to indicate that I didn’t want him to go too far away. And then they both fall fast asleep.

When Hermia wakes up, Lysander has gone. She calls out for him, but there’s ‘no sound, no word’; he’s disappeared. She’s alone and frightened – in the dark, in the middle of a forest – and goes in search of him. ‘Either death or you I’ll find immediately.’



Demetrius has managed to shake off Helena and find Hermia. But Hermia wants nothing to do with him.


Not only that, she’s convinced that Demetrius has killed Lysander: ‘So should a murderer look, so dead, so grim.’ She bombards him with insults, and forbids him to follow her.


HERMIA

And from thy hated presence part I so:

See me no more, whether he be dead or no.



After she stomps off, Demetrius says: ‘There is no following her in this fierce vein.’ She’s obviously got quite a temper on her.

I tell you what we’ve left out – Oberon and Puck.



I’ll let you explain.


Oberon, King of the Fairies, has just witnessed Demetrius being vile to Hermia’s friend, Helena. It’s a really ugly scene, Demetrius saying some awful things. After they leave, Oberon calls upon his servant, Puck, to go in search of them: ‘Thou shalt know the man / By the Athenian garments he hath on.’ Oberon feels sorry for Helena, and decides to make Demetrius fall in love with her. He asks Puck to sprinkle a magic potion on the Athenian’s eyes: ‘But do it when the next thing he espies / May be the lady.’


OBERON

The juice of it on sleeping eye-lids laid

Will make or man or woman madly dote

Upon the next live creature that it sees.



Unfortunately, Puck sprinkles the potion on the wrong Athenian – Lysander – who, when he wakes and sees Helena, instantly falls in love with her. Puck remedies the situation by applying the same potion to Demetrius’ eyes, who also wakes up and falls in love with Helena. In a complete reversal, it’s now Helena (and not Hermia) who’s the one being pursued by two men.

Hermia finally finds Lysander. She’s so relieved – she’s been searching for him for ages. But she arrives just as he and Demetrius are professing undying love for Helena. I went to give Lysander a hug but he brushed me aside. He’s very dismissive of Hermia. She assumes he must be joking, and that’s when Helena pipes up:


HELENA

Injurious Hermia, most ungrateful maid,

Have you conspired, have you with these contrived

To bait me with this foul derision?



Hermia has no clue what the hell is going on. When she grabs her beloved Lysander’s arm, he says:


LYSANDER

Hang off, thou cat, thou burr; vile thing, let loose,

Or I will shake thee from me like a serpent.



When we did it at the Vic, the actor playing Lysander was so incredibly cross and violent in his threats that Hermia’s response – ‘Why are you grown so rude?’ – used to get a belter, because her line seemed such an understatement.

But then the penny drops and she realises that Lysander genuinely doesn’t want to be with her any more: ‘Why then, [big intake of breath] you left me – O the gods forbid! – / In earnest, shall I say?’ And she turns to Helena [slow, low purr]: ‘O me, you juggler, you canker blossom, / You thief of love.’ Hermia almost spits those words out.


HELENA

Fie, fie, you counterfeit, you puppet, you!

HERMIA

Puppet? Why so? That way goes the game.

Now I perceive that she hath made compare

Between our statures; she hath urged her height,

And with her personage, her tall personage,

Her height, forsooth, she hath prevailed with him.



It’s very funny, because it’s getting more personal and spiteful.


HERMIA

How low am I, thou painted maypole? Speak.

How low am I? I am not yet so low

But that my nails can reach unto thine eyes?



And that’s when I flew at her – Boompf! – and the boys caught me in mid-air, completely horizontally. We were like acrobats. It was a really good fight. Michael Langham, the director, had us doing it every day: it was very precise and very, very fast – it went like a firecracker. One night when I grabbed Barbara Leigh-Hunt’s dress – she played Helena – I pulled too hard, and all the stitching came undone. The skirt fell away and you could see her underwear. [Laughs.]



How do you play comedy?


How can I answer that? It’s rhythm, it’s timing, it’s about listening to the audience, being able to act innocent when the character you’re playing doesn’t have all the facts – so many ingredients.



I also think it’s the gap between what a character believes themselves to be and what they actually are. And the bigger the gap, the more comedy you can extract.


I have no idea what you’ve just said.



Take Malvolio, for instance, in Twelfth Night. Malvolio has delusions of grandeur, believes he’s God’s gift, and destined to marry Countess Olivia, whereas in reality he’s probably a rather unprepossessing, middle-aged middle manager.


Oh, I see what you mean. Yes, I think that’s true. But ultimately, playing comedy is innate – it’s not an exact science. And not everybody laughs at the same things – you really see that in a theatre. I remember one night when we did The Comedy of Errors, there was a woman in a blue coat sitting about five rows back in the stalls and while everybody around her was falling about laughing, she was looking very miserable. In the interval, I went around the company and said, ‘Right, let’s really try and win her over.’ At the top of the second half, we belted out the opening number – it couldn’t have gone better – and I looked down and saw an empty seat – she’d gone home. [Laughs.]

But when it comes to the four lovers fighting, all you have to do is tell the story and play the truth of the situation, which is deeply painful: here they are in a forest at night, they’re lost, they’re tired, they’re probably hungry, the two boys are on a high because they’ve been given a drug, everybody’s at cross purposes, and they’re tearing strips off each other – verbally and physically. The key ingredient, as far as the comedy is concerned, is that the audience are steps ahead of the characters … and so the laughs take care of themselves. But I also think that playing it fast helps.



Hermia is called some pretty unpleasant names in this scene.


Yes, it’s very funny: ‘You minimus … you bead, you acorn.’ Lysander says that. And Helena chips in with:


HELENA

O when she is angry she is keen and shrewd.

She was a vixen when she went to school.



It’s brilliant. But Hermia can certainly hold her own – calling Helena a ‘painted maypole’, things like that – it’s tit for tat, isn’t it?



Demetrius and Lysander go off to fight each other, the women follow, and Oberon instructs Puck to gather them all together and put them to sleep before any real harm is done.


Puck causes a fog to descend and runs the lovers ragged. He then brings them back to a clearing in the woods, discombobulated and sleepy. Hermia is the last to return, exhausted, dragging her feet, dejected and dishevelled. ‘Heaven shield Lysander if they mean a fray,’ she says. Even after all that, she still cares for him, is worried about how he may fare in a fight. Lysander is given a drug as an antidote to the potion that made him fall for Helena and they all have a nice long snooze.



The following morning, the Duke is out hunting in the forest with Hermia’s father, Egeus, when they discover the four lovers fast asleep on the ground.


‘Begin these wood-birds but to couple now?’ says Theseus. ‘Wood-birds’ – isn’t that lovely? Demetrius (still under the spell of the drug) professes undying love for Helena and says he wants to marry her. Theseus overrules Egeus’ protestations, and allows both pairs of lovers to wed.

Theseus and his entourage head back to the court and the lovers are left in a daze:


DEMETRIUS

These things seem small and undistinguishable

Like far-off mountains turned into clouds.



It’s as if they’re still in the dream – zombie-like. They’re full of wonder, trying to figure out what’s happened. Why are they in the middle of a forest with their clothes all torn and dirty?



Is there any residue of resentment, any memory of the cruel things that they’ve said to each other?


No, none at all, because Puck put it all right – he said: ‘Jack shall have Jill … and all shall be well.’ That’s the magic. Hermia is with Lysander, and Helena with Demetrius. Once they’ve had the drug applied they forget everything that’s happened. The slate’s wiped clean.



We’re on to the last scene. All the marriages have taken place, and as part of the festivities, Bottom and his fellow tradesmen present a play they’ve written for the newly married Duke and lovers.


Oh, that play they perform at the end is so charming, and very funny. But it can easily drag. There are so many false endings with A Midsummer Night’s Dream; the best thing you can do is crack on.

At the end of each performance, the director receives a show report, which gives a detailed account of what went wrong during the evening – missed cues, who fainted, who turned up late, and all of that – and, crucially, the show’s length. Peter Hall used to say that if the performance had added over five minutes to its running time, then the production was in trouble. Because he’d know that actors were being too slow or adding extra stage ‘business’. The lovers’ fight is a danger point as it can so easily become indulgent. The same goes for this final scene with the mechanicals – especially if you have the comedian Frankie Howerd playing Bottom. Because once that man was in front of an audience …

Playing First Fairy at the Vic with him was my first professional appearance in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.



First Fairy


It’s a good part. I played her in my opening season at the Vic. I was green from head to toe – green dress, green tights, green face. I looked like a sprout.

There was a tradition lasting centuries – which by the fifties was already going out of fashion – to include ballerinas as part of Titania’s retinue. Michael Benthall, our director, still wanted to honour the convention, and hired half a dozen girls from the Royal Ballet School. They were so lithe and ethereal.

On one occasion during rehearsals, the ballerinas and I made our first entrance and Michael called everything to a halt: ‘Miss Dench,’ he said – we were never called by our first names in those days – ‘Miss Dench, please don’t run in flapping your arms around like two Finnan haddocks.’ Apart from lacking any grace, in my eagerness to get onstage I’d unwittingly knocked over a few fairies. They went down like ninepins.

In those days, it was customary to have a costume parade, where the actors would be called on to the stage prior to the technical rehearsal, and the designer and director would sit in the auditorium and give notes on the costumes. The actor John Neville, who wasn’t in our production but in the building rehearsing another play, decided to join us fairies. As we trooped out onstage, John was at the end of the line, naked apart from a green lurex fig leaf, knee-length green socks and a huge pink hat. The designer laughed so much he had to be carried out of the auditorium and into a side room.



First Fairy and Puck are the forerunners of Titania and Oberon: Queen and King of the Fairies.


Yes, they’re from rival gangs, and their entrance heralds the transformation into the fairy world.

I love First Fairy, because she’s got a bit of attitude. Puck asks her where she’s going – ‘How now, spirit, whither wander you?’ – and she tells him she can go wherever the hell she likes:


FIRST FAIRY

Over hill, over dale,

Thorough bush, thorough briar,

Over park, over pale,

Thorough flood, thorough fire;

I do wander everywhere

Swifter than the moonës sphere,

And I serve the Fairy Queen

To dew her orbs upon the green.



It’s such a beautiful piece of writing, and a complete shift in tone from everything else that’s happened in the play so far.

The first scene is set in the court and is in blank verse, the second with Bottom and his fellow tradesmen is in prose, and now Shakespeare introduces the audience to the third group of characters: the cantering rhythm and rhyme plunges you straight into the fairy world.



How would you pronounce the word ‘moonës’? It’s written with a little umlaut over the ‘e’.


Well, it ought to be two syllables to fit in with the rhythm, but you mustn’t overdo it. You don’t want to distort it so that the audience are asking: What the hell was that? Otherwise you’ve lost them.



The Elizabethans might have said ‘moonies’.


[Laughs.] Not in any production I’m going to be in. ‘Moon’us sphere’ – elide it.


FIRST FAIRY

Farewell, thou lob of spirits, I’ll be gone.

Our Queen and all her elves come here anon.



She can’t hang around chatting, justifying her movements to some sprite she doesn’t know – she has a job to do: to sprinkle pearls of dewdrops on cowslips. But when she finds out that Puck is none other than ‘that shrewd and knavish sprite / Called Robin Goodfellow’ her interest is piqued. She’s heard lots of stories about him, but this is the first time they’ve met. He’s Oberon’s sidekick, so she mustn’t show too much interest because their bosses – the King and Queen of the Fairies – are at war. She feigns insouciance but she’s keen to know if the stories about Puck are true. (It’s Shakespeare’s excuse to tell the audience about Puck.) Does he really frighten maidens, and skim the cream off the milk, and hide in churns, and ‘mislead night wanderers’? Puck’s reputation precedes him.

Puck is proud to say that he does do all of those things, and then recounts some of his other mischievous deeds – such as the time he transformed himself into a three-legged stool, and when the ‘wisest aunt telling the saddest tale’ went to sit on him, he moved and she fell on ‘her bum’. I think First Fairy is absolutely captivated by him, but they’re interrupted by the arrival of Titania and Oberon, which in our version was underscored by the music of Mendelssohn. It was a magical moment – we had to do a lot of running and wafting and dancing and singing.



You also had the legendary comedian Frankie Howerd playing Bottom.


He was very funny. So lugubrious. He never quite knew the lines and would occasionally ad lib and throw in a few of his trademark ‘oooooohs’ and ‘aaaaaahs’, but he was still terribly good, irresistible. I liked him very much. And he was adored by the company. Years later, when I was in Pack of Lies in the West End, he came round to the dressing room and was very bashful. He didn’t think I’d remember him, which, of course, was ridiculous.



And Coral Browne played Helena.


Yes, brilliantly. She was very flirtatious with the actor playing Demetrius. She used to challenge him to put his hand further and further up her leg when they were watching the play scene at the end. She was outrageous.



Is that who you inherited it from?


I’ve never been as bad as that.



You’ve come pretty close. What’s that story of you and Howard Davies during Entertaining Strangers? I’ve heard so many different versions.


I was in a play at the Dorfman Theatre when I spotted Howard Davies in the audience. He hadn’t directed it, but I’d worked with him many times and I recognised his shock of white hair. The play was performed in promenade and I knew I had to make an entrance near to where he was sitting, so I wrote a note saying, ‘I suppose a fuck’s out of the question,’ and as I walked by, I dropped it in his lap. But when I glanced over during the scene, I saw that it wasn’t Howard at all, but a much older gentleman who looked very alarmed. [Laughs.]



Gives a whole new meaning to the play’s title Entertaining Strangers.


[Laughs.]






Play


The word ‘play’ is at the heart of what we do as actors – players putting on plays by playwrights in playhouses for playgoers. Play is everything.

Billy Connolly once said: ‘Never trust a man who when left alone in a room with a tea cosy doesn’t try it on.’ I think that’s great advice. And it’s not about being childish – that’s different – it’s being childlike, maintaining your sense of wonder.



Where does your love of play come from?


My parents, my brothers, my childhood. We were always making things, always playing. It’s what we did.



When you were growing up, is it true that you were allowed to paint on the walls of your room? Because you lived in the attic, didn’t you?


Don’t be ridiculous – of course I didn’t ‘live in the attic’. That makes me sound like a wild animal that slept on straw and got fed through a hatch.



[Laughs.]


Pull yourself together. I had a very nice bedroom, which was at the top of the house – with eaves. And yes, I was encouraged to paint on the walls. I remember painting Sredni Vashtar, which is the ferret in the Saki short story.

And where other people would have alarm clocks, I used to be awoken by my father coming up the winding stairs reciting the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyam. I used to pretend to be asleep so I could hear more of it. He knew it all off by heart. (And the whole of Hiawatha.) Every morning he would do it. That’s why I know it so well. And sometimes he would say a line: ‘Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night’, then interject: ‘Breakfast is ready, don’t forget to wash,’ and then revert to the poem: ‘Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight.’ That used to make me laugh. I never wanted it to stop.

And we had an ottoman which was filled with dressing-up clothes. I was always dancing ballet with my friend, Ann Parsons, and arranging the chairs and getting my family in to watch. Because that’s all I wanted to be when I was little: a ballerina.



My God, you sound like a handful. I’m not sure I would’ve wanted to be around you.


Some people didn’t. There was a local magician called Mr Bull who would entertain at all the children’s parties in York. Because I’d seen his act so many times I used to shout out: ‘Show us your rabbit! Everybody, watch his hand.’ I once heard him say to the hostess: ‘I’m not doing my act if she’s there because she ruins it.’ [Laughs.] And at another party I heard a boy called James Conyers arrive at the front door and say: ‘If Judi Dench is here, I’m going, and I’m taking my brother with me.’



Did music play an important part in your upbringing?


Very. We’d always be singing in the back of the car when we went on holiday. And every Sunday I used to listen to The Mikado, which was on six records. My mother could play the piano beautifully. She and my father would have friends around for supper, and I remember coming down and sitting on the stairs and hearing them singing and laughing.

And we all used to paint and play cards and chat, because there was no television, nothing like that. Always on roller-skates, playing games and having picnics; always on bikes or swimming in the lake at Castle Howard. We could swim before we could walk, really. The opportunities our childhood gave us – we were encouraged to fail and risk and make and imagine – it was feral, very Swallows and Amazons. The Bellchambers next door had a wonderful pear tree and my brother Jeff and I used to hoik the pears over into our garden with a rake. And we dug a swimming pool at the end of their lawn.



Did they know?


Of course they knew, what a stupid question.



Well, you were nicking their pears.


We weren’t nicking them – we were relieving them of surplus.

We also spent our childhood surrounded by books and being taken to the theatre a lot. And we were always making things: my mother sewed and made all my clothes, and my father had a fretsaw and built us toys. I still have the beautiful doll’s house he crafted.

And then there were the York Mystery Plays in St Mary’s Abbey. Each year, my father would play Annas the High Priest and my mother would help design the costumes. My first role was an angel in a gold wig; then the following year I played the young man dressed in white sitting at the entrance of Jesus’ tomb; and finally, the Virgin Mary.

Fantastic childhood. I feel very blessed because I was encouraged and given the opportunities to play. In order to be creative I think it’s important to hold on to that inner child and remain open to wonder.






Twelfth Night

Viola

Twelfth Night is a beautiful play – exquisite in its form. Peter Hall called it the most Mozart-like of Shakespeare’s works. It’s a perfectly constructed little gem.

I first played Viola at Nottingham Playhouse in 1963 – a production which we then took on tour to West Africa (together with Macbeth). The actor who was playing my twin brother, Sebastian, looked very like me. So much so that when we appeared together at the end of the play, the African audience would rush to the front of the stage and point at us. They were so immersed in the story they couldn’t believe that we were two separate people.

In Accra, I collapsed during the show and had to spend the night in hospital. It was the combination of a very tight corset, playing outdoors in unbelievable heat and discovering that I’d caught malaria. The next day at the airport I was being helped along the concourse and the customs man told me that he’d seen the play the night before and how funny it was when I fell to the ground. He said he couldn’t stop laughing. I was obviously a big comic turn. [Laughs.]

We also played Twelfth Night to Kwame Nkrumah. He was a political prisoner and we performed to him in his garden. Extraordinary times.

God, I’d love to see some of the people in those audiences now and ask if they remember our visit. It certainly made an impact on my life. We were met with such open-hearted kindness.

And then in 1969 you played Viola at the RSC?


Yes, with John Barton directing. I spent three years in that production and we performed all over the world – Stratford, London, Japan, Australia.

The set was a deep-perspective tunnel of latticed wooden slats – walls, floor, ceiling – difficult to walk on, but very beautiful. And there were two great candelabra on either side. At the back were double doors, which would occasionally open to reveal a different vista – a garden or a city or a seascape – depending on the location. It was designed by Christopher Morley.

On the morning of the RSC press night, Lisa Harrow (who was playing Olivia) and I were rehearsing onstage while John Barton was sitting in the front row of the stalls with a huge mug of milk, and he bounded up onstage to give us a note, tripped and threw the milk all over the set. That was so charmingly like John – quite clumsy at times.



People often think that the first line of the play is: ‘What country, friend, is this?’


Whereas it’s: ‘If music be the food of love, play on.’ I know, they forget about poor old Orsino. Charlie Thomas played him at the RSC. He’d be sitting there onstage as the audience came in. Somebody would be playing a lute and Charlie would be wrapped in a great big dressing gown, all distrait and sad, like a man who wasn’t taking care of himself. And he had flowers in his tousled hair. He looked like that famous portrait of Sir Walter Raleigh by Nicholas Hilliard.



Viola has been involved in a shipwreck and washed up on the shores of Illyria.


Which in Shakespeare’s time was a strip of land on the coast of the Adriatic Sea, just north of modern-day Albania.

My very first entrance was from the back of the set, along with the Sea Captain and a couple of burly sailors. We were enveloped in smoke, like a sea mist, and I was soaking wet in a very nondescript tattered old dress and long straggly wig. It was clear that we had just emerged from the sea. You could hear the sound of waves and curlews.

John used a lot of sound effects throughout the play, but I never remember them being obtrusive. There is so much music in Shakespeare’s language that you don’t want to overwhelm it with anything extraneous.

Viola is worried that her twin brother has drowned in the storm but the Captain reassures her that he saw him bound to a mast, floating on the sea.



When Viola discovers that Duke Orsino governs Illyria, she decides to disguise herself as a boy and serve him. Why does she do that?


Because she has no choice. Her initial plan is to seek refuge with Countess Olivia but she’s told that the Countess is in mourning and refuses to see anyone, so she decides to serve Duke Orsino instead. And the reason she has to dress as a boy is to protect herself. She’s a young woman of a certain class: she can’t turn up at Orsino’s court as a girl, because he’s a bachelor and that would’ve been too unseemly. Also, perhaps the act of dressing up as a boy – swaddling herself in her brother’s clothes – gives her a closer connection to her lost twin, a comforting hope that he’s still alive.



Where does she get her disguise from? Or the money to pay the Captain? Or do you not worry about that? Is literalism unhelpful?


I think with Shakespeare it is – certainly that much literalism. Yes, if you want to justify it to yourself you can say she held on to her brother’s trunk of clothes to keep herself afloat, and had some money sewn into her dress, but I don’t think you have to go there. There are certain things in Shakespeare you just have to take on trust, or you disappear down a rabbit hole.



Viola has three personas in this play – a woman with no identity who gets washed up on a foreign shore, a boy called Cesario, and finally Viola.


Yes – and isn’t it interesting that when you see the play, you only get to hear her real name at the very end?



So, Viola (now Cesario) is safely ensconced at Duke Orsino’s court, working as his page. She’s only been there for three days and has already become a firm favourite.


Her feet are well and truly under the table. Orsino has poured out his heart to her: ‘I have unclasped / To thee the book even of my secret soul.’ He obviously hasn’t stopped talking since she arrived. Late, late nights they’ve had. I wonder why he’s able to open up so much to her. Perhaps Viola is a good listener, or it’s the novelty of having somebody new around, or maybe he fancies her as a chap. Who knows?

I remember Charlie [Orsino] pulling up a stool and forcing me to sit down opposite him. I’d sit, but try to edge away. Viola is unnerved – especially when Orsino goes on about her smooth red lips and feminine voice. She doesn’t want to get rumbled and revealed to be a girl, certainly not now, when she’s starting to carve out a new life for herself.

Orsino has a mission for Viola. He wants her to woo the Countess Olivia on his behalf, who he’s fancied for a long time. Viola promises to do her best, and then as an aside she says: ‘Yet a barful strife; / Who’er I woo, myself would be his wife.’ And in that moment Viola discovers (as does the audience) that she has feelings for Orsino. Shakespeare is always gifting you lines like that. It’s a little fissure that offers you a glimpse into a character’s inner life.



How do you play a ‘breeches’ part? How do you portray a man?


The words do most of the work, the costume is vital, and the audience fill in the gaps as they know who you really are. You think about posture, of course, but you mustn’t push it too far or it becomes cartoonish. Remember the character is undercover and must be careful not to stick out from the crowd. If you start striding about trying to be ‘mannish’ that may give the game away.



What did you wear as Cesario?


I had a ruff, and a doublet and hose, which was olive-green velvet. And a tall Elizabethan hat with a wide brim and an ostrich feather. And also a pair of rather fetching thigh boots.



Before her encounter with Olivia, it’s reported that Viola (now Cesario, but let’s continue to call her Viola) has been ‘saucy at the gates’ and is refusing to leave until she’s met the Countess. She’s tenacious, isn’t she?


She has to be. This is her first big assignment – she can’t go back to Orsino having failed. No matter how many people try to get rid of her, Viola refuses to budge, and in the end Olivia is forced to admit her into her house.

Olivia’s also intrigued – she wants to take a good look at this pushy ‘young fellow’ who stands up to everybody.



Viola bursts in, and there are no niceties. She’s straight in with: ‘The honourable lady of the house, which is she?’ Does Viola know which one Olivia is?


Depends how they’re all dressed. At the RSC, Olivia and her gentlewomen all wore veils, so I had no idea who anybody was.

But regardless of whether Viola recognises Olivia, it is an impertinent question: ‘The honourable lady of the house, which is she?’ It’s very front foot. But then Viola doesn’t want to waste her speech on the wrong person, she’s spent too long learning it. Also, she must be unsettled by the situation. She’s never done this sort of thing before. And whilst waiting outside the gates, she’s been mocked and roughed up by Olivia’s people – her steward, maid and her uncle.



At the end of the previous scene, Viola expressed a wish to be Orsino’s wife. Is there a pang of jealousy on Viola’s part, a feeling of rivalry, perhaps, now that she and Olivia are finally alone together?


She’s certainly curious to see Olivia, and jealousy may be part of it but it’s not uppermost: Viola doesn’t think she’s actually in the running with Orsino.

When Olivia removes her veil, however, something alters: Viola suddenly realises why Orsino is in love with this woman. And the language goes into blank verse, which highlights the change in feeling:


VIOLA

’Tis beauty truly blent, whose red and white

Nature’s own sweet and cunning hand laid on.

Lady, you are the cruell’st she alive,

If you will lead these graces to the grave

And leave the world no copy.



There’s real anger there – anger on Orsino’s behalf. How can the stunningly beautiful Olivia go to her grave without wanting children? (It’s a theme Shakespeare also explores in the sonnets.)



Up until this moment, their scene together has been in prose, but now we’re in blank verse.


Yes, we’ve moved on from the repartee and verbal swordplay, and on to a bit of off-the-cuff truth. The words are no longer considered and rehearsed as they were before, but blurted out. She didn’t prepare that ‘’Tis beauty truly blent’ speech on the way there.



Does blank verse up the ante, increase the stakes?


It somehow focuses you, doesn’t it? It’s a real statement.



Giles Block at Shakespeare’s Globe says that blank verse is the sound of sincerity.


Oh, that’s a wonderful observation. Sincerity, yes. It kind of solidifies – it’s plain speaking, straight from the heart, unfiltered.

And Viola’s sincerity forces Olivia to open up. Olivia is unequivocal about her feelings for Orsino: ‘Your lord does know my mind, I cannot love him.’ It’s like a conversation between two women – which it is, of course, but Olivia isn’t aware of that. It seems very honest, as if Olivia’s confiding in a friend. And it’s Viola’s manner that has elicited that from her.



When Olivia asks Viola how she herself would go about wooing, Viola replies:



VIOLA

Make me a willow cabin at your gate

And call upon my soul within the house;

Write loyal cantons of contemned love

And sing them loud even in the dead of night;

Halloo your name to the reverberate hills

And make the babbling gossip of the air

Cry out ‘Olivia!’



The speech starts by referring to Olivia, but then gradually flips over into Viola’s feelings for Orsino. Viola takes herself to that place – gets caught up in her own yearning for Orsino, which unwittingly bursts out of her. Because how else would you answer in that way? It’s so poetic and passionate, it’s such a ravishing speech.



And is it just a coincidence that Olivia and Orsino begin with the letter ‘O’? When Viola says: ‘And make the babbling gossip of the air / Cry out …’ could Viola be about to say Orsino instead of Olivia?


Could be – I hadn’t thought of that. What’s certain is that by the end of Viola’s speech, Olivia is smitten – so much so that she’s enquiring about Viola’s parentage. Olivia’s obviously weighing up the marriage prospects.



But Viola is ready to leave. Her parting shot to Olivia is pretty savage:



VIOLA

Love make his heart of flint that you shall love,

And let your fervour like my master’s be

Placed in contempt. Farewell, fair cruelty.



Viola is so hurt by the whole situation – because she hasn’t achieved what Orsino sent her out to do. She’s now got to go back and tell him that Olivia doesn’t want anything to do with him, and that’s hardly going to endear him to Viola.



Olivia and Viola are both mourning the loss of a brother. Is that something you can play?


No. Not in this scene. It would overcomplicate it.



So would you say you don’t need to investigate that, or bring it on stage in any way?


It’s certainly not on the page. You can’t play all the complexities, but who knows, sometimes it’s enough to have it in your head. It may inform the way you colour a line.



Shortly after leaving Olivia’s house, Olivia’s steward, Malvolio, runs after Viola and returns a ring which she apparently left behind.


Donald Sinden played Malvolio in our RSC production and he pretended that he couldn’t get the ring off his finger. He ended up sticking his finger in his mouth and swirling it around to lubricate it. He was always coming up with business like that.

Later in the play, when Malvolio is in the garden, Donald would notice that the time on the sundial didn’t match the time on his pocket watch. He’d look up at the sun, look back at the sundial, check his pocket watch again and turn the sundial. The audience adored it – it stopped the show. And it’s brilliant storytelling because it tells you how punctilious Malvolio is.



Malvolio throws the ring at Viola and leaves, and then Viola has the ring speech.


Which provides a neat little recap for anybody in the audience who’s nodded off.

‘I left no ring with her; what means this lady?’ And then the penny drops – Olivia is in love with her.



The novelist Vladimir Nabokov was reputed to have said: ‘The writer’s job is to get the main character up a tree, and then once they are up there, throw rocks at them.’


That’s certainly what’s happening to Viola. She’s lost a brother, she’s working in disguise as a male servant, she can’t tell the man she loves that she loves him, and she has to plead on his behalf to a woman who it now transpires is in love with her. The rocks are coming thick and fast.



How do you play a soliloquy?


Well, the first thing to say about a soliloquy is that no one ever lies.

In a soliloquy, a character is confronted with a problem and tries to work out a solution. Each thought needs to be discovered step by step. So in Viola’s case, a male disguise that was meant to protect her is now giving her unwanted attention. She has found herself caught in a love triangle and can’t fathom a way out to resolve it. Her eventual solution is to trust Fate:


VIOLA

O Time, thou must untangle this, not I.

It is too hard a knot for me to untie.





Who are you speaking to when you have a soliloquy? Do you personify the audience? Are you having a dialogue with them? When Eileen Atkins played Viola, during the ring speech she imagined the audience as her best friend.


Yes, that’s very good. You just hope they don’t answer back!

I don’t see it as a dialogue as such, because that would suggest you are expecting a reply. It’s a revelation that the character – in this case Viola – is having within herself, and the audience are witnesses to her discoveries. She’s being private in public. But it is definitely helpful, if there are questions within the soliloquy, to really put those questions to the audience and invite them to come on that journey of discovery with you. And, of course, to play to different parts of the house.



In her next scene, Viola is back at Duke Orsino’s.


Yes, and he calls for music: ‘That old and antique song we heard last night’. He’d like a moony kind of song, none of your giddy airs. He doesn’t want Beyoncé, he wants a bit of Bach or Samuel Barber.

As the music plays, Orsino suspects Viola of being in love – she has that glint in her eye.


ORSINO

My life upon’t, young though thou art, thine eye

Hath stayed upon some favour that it loves.

Hath it not, boy?

VIOLA

A little, by your favour.

ORSINO

What kind of woman is’t?

VIOLA

Of your complexion.

ORSINO

She is not worth thee, then. What years, i’ faith?

VIOLA

About your years, my lord.



She’s totally besotted with Orsino and desperate to tell him how she feels. But she can’t. So she plays a very dangerous game where she dares to edge a little nearer to opening her heart. She can’t resist it. I bet she longs to be found out, yearns to reveal her true identity. Instead, she has to continue the burden of keeping a secret, of constantly having to walk that tightrope.



Feste the jester arrives and sings that beautiful song: ‘Come away, death’.


Yes, which allows Orsino to wallow in unreciprocated love and have the pain rubbed in.

Songs in Shakespeare are never just there for the sake of it – they have to change something. Viola is at her lowest point here – Orsino has never felt so far away – she’s in the depths of despair. As is Orsino. It’s a moment of utter hopelessness for them both. But for Viola the song brings home what she’s missing – her brother, her identity as a woman, her inability to express her love (and her grief).



Orsino instructs Viola to return to Olivia and continue pleading his case. Viola suggests he entertain the possibility that Olivia might not fancy him:



VIOLA

But if she cannot love you, sir?

ORSINO

I cannot be so answered.

VIOLA

Sooth, but you must.



There’s an ease and familiarity between them now, so Viola is able to speak her mind. She needs Orsino to imagine the situation reversed: what if a woman felt the same passion for him as he does for Olivia?

Orsino refuses to entertain the idea. He claims women can never love as much as men, their hearts can’t take it – ‘they lack retention’. Well – that’s like a red rag to a bull and Viola loses it: ‘Ay, but I know.’ Then Orsino asks, ‘What dost thou know?’ And she thinks, Christ – deep breath – how do I get out of this? But then she commits herself: ‘Too well what love women to men may owe.’ She almost blows her cover there, reveals who she is. But then skilfully negotiates her way out:


VIOLA

My father had a daughter loved a man,

As it might be, perhaps, were I a woman

I should your lordship.

ORSINO

And what’s her history?

VIOLA

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

But let concealment like a worm i’ th’ bud

Feed on her damask cheek.



I remember Charlie [Orsino] turned away from me at that point, and asked: ‘But died thy sister of her love, my boy?’ And with his back to me, I was able to drop the mask: ‘I am all the daughters of my father’s house.’ And then the remembrance of her brother becomes paramount and she adds: ‘And all the brothers too.’ And I think that’s the moment when she accepts her brother must no longer be alive. It’s always good with Viola to find those points where you can offer a glimpse into the woman behind the mask.

Viola then quickly reverts to being Cesario again, as if she realises she has divulged too much: ‘Sir, shall I to this lady?’



Viola returns to Olivia’s house, and encounters Feste, the jester. There’s a theory that Feste sees through Viola’s disguise.


He might’ve done, but that wasn’t something I registered as Viola. I was too busy thinking of Orsino. A lot of the banter with Feste was cut in our production.

I remember Lisa Harrow [Olivia] bounded on in a red flowery dress. She’s no longer in mourning. Alarm bells go off in Viola’s head because she knows what’s coming down the track – Olivia’s going to come on to her, and she’s probably about to be propositioned.



But Olivia is very apologetic about her earlier behaviour. She’s embarrassed at having sent Viola a ring. Surely Viola thinks the storm has passed?


You’re joking, aren’t you? She’s right in the eye of it. And now that Olivia is being open about her feelings, Viola is going to be even more concerned.

John directed that scene so that Lisa and I were sitting uncomfortably close on a bench. It was excruciating. Luckily the clock strikes, and Viola makes her excuses to leave. She’s on the way out of the house, thinking she’s safe, when Olivia shouts after her: ‘Stay. / I prithee tell me what thou think’st of me.’ Oh God. Your heart would sink, wouldn’t it?

Viola tries to be firm with Olivia – tells her that she’s not interested in pursuing an intimate relationship – but nothing seems to shake Olivia off. She’s like a barnacle. And the more angry Viola becomes the more excited Olivia grows:


OLIVIA

O, what a deal of scorn looks beautiful

In the contempt and anger of his lip!



And then Olivia goes into rhyme, which raises the temperature even further. Viola is furious and has to tell Olivia that no woman is ever going to have her heart. She’s had enough of all this make-believe, of having to manoeuvre her way around all of Olivia’s advances, and plead on behalf of Orsino. The whole business is a charade. She vows never to come again.



And yet she’s back there the following day.


She has to be, because it’s what Orsino demands of her. Viola must be so exhausted by it. To say nothing of poor old Orsino. He’s been waiting, desperate for Viola to bring back some good news, and absolutely sod all is happening.



Olivia’s drunken uncle, Sir Toby Belch, is currently lodging with his niece. And keeping him company is the feckless, dimwitted Sir Andrew Aguecheek. Sir Andrew has always fancied his chances with the Countess Olivia and is growing increasingly jealous of the attention that Olivia is lavishing on Viola – so much so that he challenges Viola to a duel.


Oh, it’s terrifying for Viola, because Sir Andrew is painted as a superb swordsman – ‘quick, skilful and deadly’. She’s told that he’s already killed three people. Viola pleads with Sir Toby to call off the fight. But apparently Sir Andrew is so angry with Viola that he needs to go through with it. (Viola has no idea that Sir Andrew is equally terrified, and that they’ve both been set up.)

The actors playing Sir Toby and Sir Andrew were much taller than me (most people are) which helped release the comedy. And when we toured the production in Japan, my brother Jeff had taken over the role of Sir Andrew and he got hold of a samurai helmet. The audience loved it. It looked very incongruous because he was dressed as a Scotsman with a sporran and a set of bagpipes.



Viola is so relieved when a stranger arrives and breaks up the fight. But then the stranger asks her for his money back and she’s totally confused. Who is this man? And what money? She has no money. The stranger grows angry, is arrested and carried off to prison, and his parting shot to her as he leaves is: ‘Thou hast, Sebastian, done good feature shame.’


Viola is open-mouthed: ‘He named Sebastian,’ she says. ‘O, if it prove, / Tempests are kind, and salt waves fresh in love.’ As I spoke that line, the outside of the wooden slatted set pulsed with light. It was magical. Viola daren’t possibly dream what might be.


VIOLA

Prove true, imagination, O, prove true

That I, dear brother, be now ta’en for you.



She’d completely accepted that her brother had drowned – but now there’s a glimmer of hope.



In the final act of the play, Duke Orsino and Viola arrive at Olivia’s house. When Olivia enters, Orsino says ‘now heaven walks on earth’. Does Viola feel a pang of jealousy on seeing them together?


No, she’s in too much of a whirl. She’s just heard this incredible news about her brother, which overrides the jealousy. If she was suddenly mardy it would overcomplicate it – it would get in the way and become more important than her trying to figure out what on earth’s going on with her brother Sebastian. The audience need clarity and simplicity. The actor must choose one thing to convey at a time or the audience will be flummoxed. Besides, Viola has been hearing Orsino praise Olivia for quite a while now, so that’s not new to her.



Orsino suspects that Olivia is in love with Viola. In revenge, he threatens to take Viola away and kill her.


Viola is more than willing to walk off with Orsino:


VIOLA

And I most jocund, apt and willingly

To do you rest a thousand deaths would die.



But she’s not in real danger, because at any point she can throw off her disguise and reveal that she’s a woman.

Orsino is also very tender towards Viola in his big speech. It must be glorious for her to hear him declare that he loves her. He says it twice. It gives her something to latch on to.



But then Olivia puts the kibosh on everything by announcing that Viola is her ‘husband’. She’s even able to produce the priest who married them.


Viola is baffled. Orsino is livid: ‘Dissembling cub,’ he calls her. And the chaos continues when Sir Andrew rushes in and accuses Viola of wounding him in a fight. It takes the arrival of Viola’s brother, Sebastian, for everything to finally calm down. When he sees his twin sister, he says: ‘Do I stand there?’ It’s the most wonderful line. That’s when the African audience rushed the stage. In Japan it was deathly quiet, but then they erupted at the end. It’s extraordinary how different cultures respond.

I love the way Shakespeare ekes out Viola and Sebastian’s reunion. They’re very wary at first. They suspect each other of being a spirit because the chances of them both surviving are far too miraculous. When they finally accept each other and embrace, Sebastian says: ‘Thrice welcome, drowned Viola.’ And that’s the first time the audience hear her name.

It’s extraordinary how many resurrections happen in Shakespeare’s plays – especially of children. He wrote only two plays which featured twins – this and The Comedy of Errors – and in both plays the twins are involved in shipwrecks. In Comedy the twins are boys. But in Twelfth Night they’re a boy and a girl. Shakespeare had, of course, his own twins – Judith and Hamnet – and Hamnet died when he was eleven years old. I wonder if all these resurrections of children are Shakespeare’s way of trying to bring his own child back to life.

Twelfth Night is a bittersweet play and John Barton didn’t mind exploring the darkness. What they do to Malvolio is incredibly cruel and John didn’t shy away from that. The production had an autumnal feel – it was very Chekhovian and melancholic in places, with a vein of sadness running through. And this was heightened by a real-life tragedy which occurred on tour in Australia.

Charlie Thomas, who played Orsino, killed himself. It was terrible, absolutely ghastly. He was so tormented, Charlie. We’d all been on the beach in the evening – he and Bar [Barbara] Penny, the stage manager, and me, and he’d got back to his room, and he … he wasn’t a happy man at all. I came out of my bedroom the next morning, and Buzz Goodbody, the assistant director, ran down the corridor and said, ‘Jude, don’t go along there.’ I said ‘Why? Why?’ And she said that he’d been found having taken an overdose.



And presumably you still had to go on and perform the play? How do you do that – especially in a play about grief? How do you play opposite that person who’s no longer there, with an understudy who’s wearing the same clothes, making the same moves, saying the same words?


It wasn’t easy, I can tell you.

But, you know, I always think that grief – it was the same when Mikey died – grief creates enormous energy – like fright, like joy, jealousy, love, all those big emotions. And you have to channel that energy and use it to some … not good, but purpose. The sadness never abates, of course, but I found by using it as petrol for my performance it somehow helped me cope with the pain.



Maria


After the battering I’d taken for Ophelia [see page 108], I was very lucky to be asked to stay on with the Old Vic company. I continued to do walk-on roles and to understudy, and then I was offered the part of Maria in Twelfth Night, which gave me a huge boost of confidence. I also had very nice notices, one critic saying that I was ‘as nimble as a chamois’.



Critics often comment on your speed. Somebody said of your Juliet, ‘She entered as if bounced from a trampoline’.


You don’t want to hang about – not in Shakespeare – quick on, quick off. I was always running – no matter what part I played. I used to be sent up rotten for it – usually by the other actors.



I think it was Peter O’Toole who said, ‘Always act as if you’re late for a train’.


Oh, that’s great advice. Which doesn’t mean to say that you should rush and gabble your words – just think quicker: trim the gaps between the thoughts. It’s also more fun for the audience. Collectively, they’re much brighter than any individual. That’s why as an actor you have to remain front foot and agile.



What class is Maria? Countess Olivia calls her ‘my gentlewoman’, but Sir Toby refers to her as a ‘chambermaid’.


Chambermaid sounds as if she cleans hotel rooms, which isn’t quite right. She’s a waiting-gentlewoman, but she’s able to move between various social groups. She’s attendant on Olivia, plays an integral part in running the household, yet is answerable to Malvolio, the steward. She’s also below stairs, living it up and roistering with all the chaps.

One day during rehearsals, the director, Michael Benthall, suggested I should play Maria with an accent, to differentiate her from Countess Olivia, but when I tried a strong Yorkshire lilt, John Neville [Sir Andrew Aguecheek], fell on the ground, laughing. It was very disconcerting. [Laughs.] I still kept it, though – I grew up in York, for God’s sake.



What were you wearing as Maria?


A bright pinkish coral dress, dark wig and a little frilly white cap with two streamers at the side. I can remember it as if it was yesterday.



Countess Olivia has recently lost her brother, and has decided to hide herself away for seven years in order to grieve. Quite tricky, I would think, being a waiting-gentlewoman under those circumstances.


Well-nigh impossible, especially given Maria’s lust for life. She’s a force of nature, subversive, witty, always up for a laugh. But now there’s a great pall over the house. I imagine the shutters being closed, and all the furniture, statues and paintings draped in black – no jokes or music, everybody tiptoeing around on eggshells. No wonder Maria is off at the earliest opportunity, drinking and cavorting and dancing after dark with Olivia’s uncle, Sir Toby Belch. She adores Sir Toby.



Why? Is it because she has ambitions to marry him, to move up the social ladder?


No, I don’t think it’s as calculated as that. He’s a light in a very dark house – like a great big fire – very much like Falstaff. He’s a hedonist, a fellow prankster.

In their very first scene together, Sir Toby rolls in drunk after yet another night on the tiles and Maria warns him that Olivia is growing increasingly irritated by his behaviour. Sir Toby needs to mend his ways, pull back on the booze and ‘come in earlier o’ nights’. But he refuses to listen – he’ll find any excuse to carry on drinking. I suspect this is their routine every morning: he rocks up pissed – sick all down his front – and she has to sort him out: take his clothes away and clean them.



Countess Olivia is also worried about the company Sir Toby keeps.


Yes, his new friend Sir Andrew Aguecheek has arrived in the house, with high hopes of wooing Olivia. Sir Andrew gets such a good build-up – ‘a very fool and a prodigal’, Maria calls him, with hair ‘like flax on a distaff’. He’s an innocent, and has no idea that Sir Toby is fleecing him. It’s a wonderful establishing scene – a bit like the Boar’s Head Tavern in Henry V – and provides a nice contrast to the staid decorum emanating from the main body of the house upstairs where Olivia resides.



There’s quite a shocking moment when Maria takes Sir Andrew’s hand and places it on her breast. Did you do that in 1958?


Of course we did; it’s in the script: ‘bring your hand to th’ butt’ry bar,’ she says, ‘and let it drink.’ See what I mean about being subversive? Maria breaks taboos. It also makes Sir Toby laugh, and she loves that. She and Sir Toby are a team – I was always sitting on his knee with my arms around his neck – and Sir Andrew provides an easy target. He’s so gullible, he’s oblivious to their mockery. He’s just happy to join in because he’s desperate to be part of the gang.



Later, and almost in a repeat of her first scene, Maria is rebuking somebody – this time it’s Feste the clown – for his absence.


She’s trying to keep order in the house. There’s a bit of banter between them both where Maria proves she can hold her own. She’s even able to trump Feste with a joke about his trousers falling down, which leaves him speechless. Not many people can outwit Feste.


FESTE

Well, go thy way; if Sir Toby would leave drinking,

thou wert as witty a piece of Eve’s flesh as any in Illyria.



Meaning, if Sir Toby gets his act together, there’s the possibility that he and Maria could marry one day. Maria shuts down the conversation: ‘Peace, you rogue, no more o’ that.’



Why is she so keen to end the conversation?


Because Olivia is about to arrive, and she doesn’t want something like that to be announced as her boss enters the room. But also … well – there’s a touch of the soothsayer about Feste. He can peel back the layers and see into people’s souls. He’s a mystic. I’m sure Maria suspects there’s a faint possibility of her marrying Sir Toby, but she’s never articulated it. She’s always been able to keep her relationship with Sir Toby under wraps – or so she thought – but Feste has seen into her heart and it unsettles her.



When a messenger from Count Orsino turns up, Olivia asks Maria to show him the door. In encouraging him to leave, Maria says: ‘Will you hoist sail, sir?’ which is very witty. She’s still able to retain her playfulness, isn’t she, in spite of the constraints of a house in mourning?


She’s irrepressible. Although that doesn’t stop the messenger taking a potshot at Maria’s diminutive height, by calling her a ‘giant’. Everyone has something to say about Maria’s height – she’s tiny.



And did you play her small?


I am fucking small, what choice did I have?



I was being ironic. In the middle of the night, there’s a lot of raucous singing coming from downstairs, and Maria goes to investigate.


Oh God, there’s so much carousing going on. It’s all that pent-up tension. Sir Toby and co. need an outlet, to escape the oppressive grief that’s overwhelming the house.

Maria remonstrates with Sir Toby, warning him not to wake the puritanical steward, Malvolio, but it’s hopeless – she can’t keep the revellers under control, and is soon caught up in the dancing and the laughter herself. At which point, Malvolio arrives in his nightcap and gown, holding a candle: ‘My masters are you mad? Or what are you?’ When Laurence Olivier played Malvolio, he said, ‘My masters, are you mad, or what? Are you?’



And what’s your take on that? Some people are rigorous about obeying the First Folio punctuation, even insisting that you emphasise the words that begin with a capital letter.


Each to their own. Laurence Olivier altered the punctuation and still managed to make sense, which proves there’s myriad ways of interpreting Shakespeare. I don’t think you should be dictatorial about it. Personally, I prefer to follow the First Folio punctuation, as that’s the way I was taught by Peter [Hall]. I find it helps me phrase the thought.

Malvolio’s such an ass, isn’t he? A real party-pooper. He warns Sir Toby to moderate his behaviour, otherwise Countess Olivia will evict him. But Sir Toby doesn’t give a fig – ‘Sneck up,’ he tells Malvolio. Maria tries to defuse the situation. She’s anxious that if Sir Toby gets booted out, there’ll no longer be a buffer between herself and Malvolio. The house will become gloomier and she’ll be more at risk of losing her job. Her loyalty is then put to the test when Sir Toby demands a drink:


SIR TOBY BELCH

A stoup of wine, Maria!

MALVOLIO

Mistress Mary, if you prized my lady’s favour at anything more than contempt, you would not give means for this uncivil rule.



Maria’s caught between a rock and a hard place. Who does she obey? She probably makes a move to get the wine, because something needs to provoke Malvolio’s subsequent decision to report her to Olivia: ‘She shall know of it, by this hand. [Exit.]’ She’s so angry after he leaves – ‘Go shake your ears,’ she shouts after him. She’s frightfully outspoken, and now determined to get her revenge. Malvolio is always on her case. He wouldn’t dare challenge Sir Toby because he’s a knight of the realm; much easier to take his anger out on Maria, who’s lower down the pecking order, and a woman.



How does she go about taking revenge?


By faking a love letter to Malvolio, and pretending that it’s from Olivia. Their handwriting – Maria’s and Olivia’s – is indistinguishable. And Malvolio is so vain and full of himself, he’s sure to believe it. The thought of Sir Toby being turfed out is too unbearable for Maria to entertain so she has to devise something. I remember we stood in a huddle, plotting. ‘For this night, to bed, and dream on the event. Farewell.’

After she leaves, Sir Toby calls her ‘a beagle, true-bred, and one that adores me’. I love all the affectionate nicknames he gives her – ‘the youngest wren of nine’, ‘my metal of India’ and now ‘a beagle, true-bred’, meaning a champion, the best of the pack. She’s a spark in the house.



The following day, Maria arrives with the letter that she’s written and tells Sir Toby and the others to hide.


When we were on tour in America, the theatre in Philadelphia was fiendishly difficult to find our way around. It was like a rabbit warren backstage – lots of doors and corridors and stairs – and we weren’t given enough time to familiarise ourselves with it before we opened. On the first night lots of actors missed their entrances or arrived on the wrong side of the stage, or you’d hear actors over the tannoy ad-libbing lines like: ‘I do hope this young man comes soon – where could he have got to?’ [Laughs.]

And in the scene we’re looking at now, I ran down the stage and shouted: ‘Get ye all three into the box tree. Malvolio’s coming down this walk.’ And John Neville, who could see that there was no sign of Malvolio behind me, replied, ‘Wanna bet?’ [Laughs.] Oh God, it was awful, it was like a school play.

There’s a lesson there, isn’t there? When you arrive at a new theatre, always work out your backstage journeys.



[image: ]
Maria plants the letter and leaves. Why doesn’t she stay and hide with the others in the tree? Surely she’d want to see Malvolio’s reaction?


Somebody has to be in attendance on Olivia. It’s Malvolio’s afternoon off – that’s why he has time to be out in the sunshine ‘practising behaviour to his own shadow’. Also, it’s good that Maria leaves because there’s a lovely moment when she returns at the end of the scene and the boys tell her how brilliantly her plan went – ‘my noble gull-catcher’, Sir Toby calls her.

[image: ]
The letter asks that Malvolio wear yellow stockings – ‘a colour [Olivia] abhors’ – and also urges him to smile more. They want Olivia to think that he’s gone mad.

After that, the audience can’t wait for Olivia and Malvolio to meet. Olivia calls for her steward, and Maria has to warn her that he’s on his way, ‘but in very strange manner’ and ‘sure possessed’. And indeed when he appears, Olivia is so alarmed by the sight of him in his cross-gartered yellow stockings, inanely smiling, and blowing her kisses, that she makes her excuses and runs off.

Malvolio remains undeterred. He’s on cloud nine, and so full of hubris that he’s still convinced he’ll soon be marrying Olivia. Well – Maria’s prank couldn’t have gone any better.



Yet Maria wants to pursue it further. When warned that taking it to the next level ‘shall make him mad indeed’, she replies: ‘The house will be the quieter.’ She can be quite vindictive, can’t she?


That depends on the way she says it – she could laugh it off. But look at the way she’s been treated by Malvolio: months, if not years, of lording it over her. She’s borne the brunt of his exacting, humourless stewardship. And besides, the joke still has a way to run. She wants to squeeze the most out of it.

They decide to lock him in a dark room. I can’t remember how we staged it. Was Malvolio under the stage?



Could be: in Shakespeare’s time, above the stage represented heaven, and under the stage denoted hell. And Malvolio does refer to his prison being ‘as dark as hell’.


For this second phase of the prank, Maria enlists the help of Feste the clown, even providing him with a costume. She’s obviously in charge, stage-managing the whole event:


MARIA

Nay, I prithee put on this gown and this beard;

make [Malvolio] believe thou art Sir Topas the curate.

Do it quickly. I’ll call Sir Toby the whilst.



It’s horrible what they do to Malvolio – so cruel, it’s like bear-baiting. He’s told that there’s a curate outside his cell (Feste in disguise) who has been brought there in order to determine whether he’s mad or not, and Malvolio becomes very distressed. But Maria and Sir Toby are determined to teach him a lesson. It’s only when Sir Toby worries about Olivia finding out that it all comes to a halt.



This is Maria’s last appearance in the play. Sir Toby says to her: ‘Come by and by to my chamber.’ And they leave together.


Well, he could also be saying that line to Feste, of course, asking for him to drop by with an update after Malvolio is released. But I think you’re right – it is to Maria. Sir Toby’s feeling vulnerable, and invites Maria to his room for comfort, or maybe something more. The next we hear of them is that they’re married, which shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise because we’ve heard the affectionate names he calls her, and witnessed their intimacy throughout the play. You just know they’re a pair, and I think it’s best to establish that very early on. Our Sir Toby was often catching me around the waist, or sometimes I’d straighten up his clothes, or we’d shoot flirtatious glances at each other. I suspect this isn’t the first time Maria’s been in his chamber. Certainly not the way we played it.



I still find it shocking that they get married. They’re different classes.


Yes, they are different classes but who cares about that?



But they would have cared in Elizabethan times. Think of the strictures and hierarchies.


Maybe, but Shakespeare didn’t. Perhaps he was making a point – to hell with the rules. How refreshing. It also tells you something about how to play Maria. She’s not subservient, she challenges convention, she’s transgressive.



When it comes to confessing to the whole escapade to Countess Olivia, Maria is nowhere to be seen. It’s left to Fabian, another household servant, to come clean:



FABIAN

Maria writ

The letter, at Sir Toby’s great importance,

In recompense whereof he hath married her.



Sounds as if Fabian is covering up for her there, doesn’t it? Blaming it on Sir Toby, when actually it’s Maria who was the ringleader.



You, Judi Dench, have a reputation for playing tricks on people.


I don’t get much chance these days. Although I recently … d’you know Wellington Arch by Hyde Park Corner? I managed to convince yet another friend that it had been turned into a secret Tesco Metro for the royal family. [Laughs.]



You just love playing games, don’t you? You’re a child. Your grandson calls you the most childish person he knows.


I’m very proud to hear that. I’ll wear it as a badge of honour. Yes, I do love playing games – tricks and dares and jokes and hiding. Hiding is the best – I can’t resist it. During rehearsals for As Time Goes By the whole cast would get in early before the director, and hide behind the furniture on the set. Then when he arrived in the room we’d all burst out. We never tired of it. But, of course, it all depends on the company. You probably couldn’t do that in a Peter Brook rehearsal.



And that’s who Maria is, isn’t she? A mischief-maker.


Amongst other things, yes. She likes to mix it up, blur the boundaries. But there’s also something in the air. The play occurs on the feast of Twelfth Night, and tradition dictates that twelve days after Christmas the Lord of Misrule appears: mayhem reigns – with debauchery and drinking and people having a rollicking good time. Unfortunately, not everybody in Olivia’s household wants to embrace the festivities. Shakespeare presents us with two worlds in opposition – sobriety and partying, upstairs and downstairs, order and chaos. It’s great for the drama. And great for the actors to play – I loved every second of it.






The Merchant of Venice

Portia

OK, let’s look at a play you hate.


The Merchant of fucking Venice. Oh my God, I loathed it. I used to dread going to the theatre every night. I think it’s a horrible play. Shakespeare must’ve been having a funny turn when he wrote it. All the characters behave so badly. Nobody really redeems themselves. Our director, Terry Hands, came storming backstage once and said, ‘If I hear this play being called The Merchant of [vomit sound] again I shall be very angry.’



Why did you agree to do it?


I was unsure at first but Trevor [Nunn] persuaded me. Mikey and I were recently married and we were lucky enough to be cast opposite each other as Bassanio and Portia. And the production was part of a season that included The Duchess of Malfi and Toad of Toad Hall (both thrilling). Also, I thought that over time I would become more fond of the play. But I didn’t. I never skipped to work. I’d spend the day thinking: God, I’ve got to do that bloody awful show again tonight.



Do you remember what costume you were wearing?


Nope. I just remember I had this reddish-gold wig with a mass of tiny curls. There is a line about Portia’s hair: ‘her sunny locks / Hang on her temples like a golden fleece.’ But this wig was ridiculous. It looked like a home perm.

One night, John Neville came to see the show. There was a knock on the door – I was so excited – and he walked into my dressing room and said, ‘Hello, Bubbles.’ And that’s pretty well all he said. No mention of the production – just my hair. And Polly Adams who played Nerissa had exactly the same wig. What did we look like? Oh, the whole thing was very below par.



Bassanio, a young Venetian, says of Portia: ‘In Belmont is a lady richly left—’


See? Another dreadful character. He’s after the money straight away. First thing he says about her. He knows that Portia has got a bob or two. Nowadays, Bassanio and his friends would probably be stockbrokers, or hedge-fund managers and venture capitalists. They’re gamblers, the lot of them, all on the make. The words ‘hazard’ and ‘chance’ are mentioned so much in this play.



Portia lives in a place called Belmont, which is twenty miles outside Venice. Her first line is: ‘By my troth, Nerissa, my little body—’


‘—is aweary of this great world.’ Portia’s off-colour. She’s just come down from the dressing room and she’s thinking: Oh my God, I’ve got to do this frightful play.



Jude, you’re being so badly behaved. You talk about handing on the baton to the next generation – there’ll be somebody out there wanting to play this part.


Well, good luck to them. Don’t expect me to be in the audience.



But Portia’s dilemma is fascinating. She’s in a real pickle. Just before her father died, he set up a lottery to determine who his daughter should marry.


Yes, three caskets – gold, silver, lead. Only one casket contains her portrait and whoever chooses it gets to marry her. But not everybody can take a punt – the suitors need to have deep pockets, and vow never to marry anybody else if they get it wrong.

It’s a terrible predicament for Portia. She might be shacked up with somebody awful. And so that first line of hers is not the mutterings of a dilettante – a bored, spoilt, rich girl. No, she’s not like that – Portia is sharp and feisty. She’s in an invidious position, but she lacks agency – she wants to be able to choose her own husband. So she’s frightened and frustrated, kicking against the constraints of a lottery imposed by her dead father.



Who is Nerissa and what is her relationship to Portia?


She’s described as a ‘maid’ but, as often in Shakespeare, maids and ladies-in-waiting are much more than that. Nerissa defers to Portia as ‘madam’, which shows the hierarchy. Portia may be queen bee and head of the household, but Nerissa the ‘maid’ is an ally, a confidante, the sister she’s never had, and a verbal foil. Nerissa is opinionated, quick to chip in with advice, and occasionally gets a slap on the wrist. But Portia obviously trusts her, and they have great fun together. Nerissa is all too aware of Portia’s turmoil and tries to cajole her into being witty and rude about the parade of suitors waiting outside in the hallway.



The suitors sound like such a curious bunch – Scotsman, Neapolitan, German, Englishman—


I like the way Shakespeare includes the English in the list of foreign suitors. It reminds you that the play is set abroad. And also, Shakespeare was always taking a potshot at the English – good to mock the locals.

And isn’t there a Monsieur Le Bon? ‘God made him, and therefore let him pass for a man.’ Obviously quite a camp Frenchman. Portia says that all he needs to hear is a bit of birdsong and he’s up on his feet dancing. Actually, he sounds like rather good fun. I wouldn’t mind spending some time with him.

With characters who are mentioned and don’t appear, it’s often useful to cast them in your head. Or turn them into a composite. They’re the great absent presences. That chap who goes on about his horse – I imagined him as one of those people at Newmarket racecourse – flat cap and tweeds.



After discussing the roster of waiting suitors, Nerissa says:



NERISSA

Do you not remember, lady, in your father’s time, a Venetian, a scholar and a soldier, that came hither in company of the Marquis of Montferrat?

PORTIA

Yes, yes, it was Bassanio, as I think, so was he called.



Portia knows full well who he is. We’ve been told that they’ve encountered each other before because in the very first scene Bassanio says: ‘Sometimes from her eyes / I did receive fair speechless messages,’ which suggests they’ve been in the same room but never spoken. They didn’t need to speak – she’s infatuated, and probably hasn’t stopped thinking about him ever since.

I wonder why Portia and Bassanio didn’t get together during her ‘father’s time’. Maybe her father didn’t approve – didn’t think Bassanio was worthy or rich enough, suspected he was after her money. Or perhaps he thought Bassanio was too much of a playboy.



The Prince of Morocco arrives to choose a casket.


We decided early on in rehearsal that this was the first time that any of the suitors had hazarded a guess. Much better if Portia and Nerissa had never gone through the casket ritual as it raises the stakes.

The Prince of Morocco has a great deal to say for himself. He put on a bit of a floor show in our production – a man of hubris, posing and strutting about the stage in front of his retinue – and doing a lot of hand gestures from what I can remember. God, Portia must be so frightened. Huge relief when he chooses the wrong casket.

She has that ghastly couplet after he leaves:


PORTIA

A gentle riddance. Draw the curtains, go.

Let all of his complexion choose me so.



It’s a terrible thing to say, so rude – having a dig at him because of his skin colour – such a racist remark. She’s an arsehole. They all are, they’re appalling. Why say that? It is so snide, such an ugly line. I suppose that would’ve gone down very well with the Elizabethans. God, it’s a horrible play.



Next, it’s the Prince of Arragon’s turn to choose.


‘Portrait of a blinking idiot’. That’s what he says at the end when he gets it wrong, isn’t it? Because instead of finding Portia’s portrait in the casket, he pulls out a mirror.

Arragon was played by Brewster Mason and he didn’t bother to learn his lines. He had them written out on a piece of parchment. At Stratford that season, all of us had to play a small part in one production as well as a large part – I was a walk-on in Much Ado – and this was Brewster’s small part. He couldn’t have cared less.

By process of elimination, Portia (and the audience) now know that her portrait is in the lead casket. At which point, Bassanio arrives. Mikey looked so handsome in a beautiful knee-length flared coat, and pale leather boots.

Portia’s all over the shop. She’s desperate for Bassanio to hold off choosing, in case he gets it wrong.


PORTIA

I pray you tarry, pause a day or two

Before you hazard, for in choosing wrong

I lose your company.



She goes on to give a very halting, jagged, stop-start speech that’s full of contradictions and non sequiturs and thoughts that loop back on themselves. She’s revealing her anxiety. Everyone’s on tenterhooks.

At the end of that speech I had to say:


PORTIA

I speak too long, but ’tis to peise the time,

To eke it and to draw it out in length,

To stay you from election.



But one night, instead of ‘election’ I said ‘erection’. The entire RSC wind band were shaking so much with laughter, they had to put down their instruments and leave the stage. Mikey did a lot of pacing to control himself. I don’t know how we got through it. God’s blessing, I think.



Bassanio is chomping at the bit: ‘Let me choose, / For as I am, I live upon the rack.’


Portia gives him the go ahead:


PORTIA

Away then. I am locked in one of them.

If you do love me, you will find me out.



And those two lines could be out to the world, or a quiet prayer of assurance to herself.

As Bassanio circles the caskets, weighing them up, Portia uses a metaphor to express the intensity of what she’s feeling. She casts Bassanio as Hercules, herself as the sacrificial virgin, and her tearful women as ‘the Dardanian wives’. She’s self-dramatising, and using a Greek myth to help her cope with her predicament.

Portia calls for music and then comes the song:


Tell me where is fancy bred,

In the heart or in the head?

How begot, how nourish-ed?



The words ‘bred’, ‘head’ and ‘nourish-ed’ all rhyme with ‘lead’. Could Portia be sending Bassanio a clue about which casket to choose? This is purely speculative, but knowing how much Bassanio likes money, maybe he’s more drawn towards the gold casket and she has to use subterfuge to steer him away from it. She’s certainly capable of being a fine strategist, as we’re about to witness in the upcoming trial scene.



Bassanio chooses the lead casket and discovers Portia’s portrait.


There’s no denying there are some beautiful passages of poetry in this play. Portia now has that wonderful speech: ‘You see me, Lord, Bassanio, where I stand …’, which has the solemnity of a marriage contract. And with that she hands over everything to her new husband – the house, her servants, her money, herself, and also a ring, which she insists he must never lose or give away. Portia is finally released from her dead father’s control, and able to marry the man she wanted all along.

After Portia’s beautiful speech, Bassanio says ‘you have bereft me of all words’. And that’s the inscription on Mikey’s grave.

Nerissa is delighted at Portia’s good fortune as it means she can finally come clean about her own covert relationship with Gratiano, Bassanio’s friend. She kept that very quiet. Excitement all round. There’s going to be a double wedding.

The play could end there and everyone could heave a huge sigh of relief and celebrate by having a wonderful knees up, but then Lorenzo arrives with Jessica.



Lorenzo is another of Bassanio’s friends, and he has eloped with Jessica, the daughter of the Jewish moneylender, Shylock.


They’re not very effusive in their welcome of Jessica, are they? Gratiano calls her an infidel, and Portia is rather cursory, later referring to her as ‘yond stranger’, meaning ‘foreigner’. See what I mean? One minute you’re delighting in their wit and rooting for them and the next you’re repelled by their racism and obsession with money. But maybe that’s what Shakespeare intended – for the audience to be conflicted, their sympathies forever shifting. I suppose it makes the characters more three-dimensional, complex and human, I just don’t want to be around them night after night, that’s all.



News arrives that Antonio – Bassanio’s ‘dearest friend’ – is in trouble. In order to finance Bassanio’s wooing of Portia, Antonio took out a loan with Shylock, who accepted the deal on the proviso that Antonio would give him a pound of his own flesh if he defaulted on the debt. Having suffered huge financial losses at sea, Antonio is now unable to pay back the loan, and so Shylock has taken him to court to receive his pound of flesh.


My God, it’s a good story, isn’t it? Not for Portia – this was meant to be a day of joy and celebration but now the mood has changed. Portia is prepared to pay the debt many times over – money is obviously no object – but is told that Shylock has refused to back down, determined to get his pound of flesh.

Bassanio is in such a state of shock that Portia insists he must go to Venice, to support his best friend Antonio.



Unbeknownst to everyone, Portia decides to travel to the Venetian courtroom herself. Disguised as a male lawyer, she is accompanied by Nerissa as her clerk. Ian McKellen says that one of the reasons why Portia goes to court is because she’s jealous of Bassanio’s (possibly homosexual) relationship with Antonio and wants to check out the opposition.


Could be, but I think that overcomplicates it. I thought she went to Venice because her new husband was in despair and she somehow needed to make the situation better. We’ve just heard her say to Bassanio: ‘For never shall you lie by Portia’s side / With an unquiet soul.’ Yes, Bassanio loves Antonio – that’s something she accepts because it’s part of him. Although, I guess she may be irritated that, after the pressure of all these people coming to choose the caskets, the moment everything falls into place her husband has to bugger off. But to what extent it makes her jealous, I’m not so sure.

Besides, what else is she meant to do – stay at home and take up macramé? She wants to roll up her sleeves and get stuck in. The court might come to the wrong conclusion, and if they do, then Bassanio’s great friend and mentor, whom he loves, will be murdered.

Portia’s decision to travel to Venice also shows her spirit and sense of adventure. She is an only child, educated, the daughter of an aristocratic family. Yet she’s more or less said she’s unschooled in the ways of the world. Maybe she’s never been to Venice – certainly not without a protective retinue. So being there, alone with Nerissa and in disguise, gives her a new-found freedom.



Next is the trial. Portia and Nerissa arrive at the courtroom heavily disguised as men.


Yes. And doing a lot of paper-shuffling to hide their nerves.

Portia reassures the court and the Duke (who’s overseeing proceedings) that she is in full possession of the facts. She also agrees that Shylock has a very strong case – but that he must now show mercy. And that’s when the audience crack open their scripts – [conducting] all together now: ‘The quality of mercy is not strained …’ Oh God, it’s a bummer of a speech to do because everybody knows it. I can see it’s extraordinary, but it’s like the song ‘White Christmas’ – you never want to hear it again. It’s so hard when everyone’s mouthing it along with you. I don’t know how Hamlet gets through the play. Although, on the upside, I suppose if you dried in Hamlet you’d get a barrage of assistance. That must be quite comforting.



What are the tips for playing a well-known piece of Shakespeare?


You just have to say it and mean it and hope to get to the end without somebody shouting out, ‘You’ve got it wrong.’ I used to do it in such a way it catches them out. Do it very, very fast. Or whisper it. Or don’t do it at all [laughs] – I wish I’d thought of that. Oh, it’s insufferable.



But ‘The quality of mercy’ is a beautiful piece of writing.


Yes it is. I’m sorry, I’m being facile. It is a stunning bit of oratory, and shows Portia to be a brilliant lawyer – clever, sharp, legally astute and superb at arguing her case. It’s a far cry from the capricious girl we met at the beginning of the play. And also the speech is vital to the plot. The whole play is about justice and mercy. She’s telling Shylock that he needs to practise being merciful on earth if he’s to expect mercy from God.

But Shylock refuses to back down.

Then Bassanio begs the Duke to change the law: ‘To do a great right, do a little wrong.’ But Portia insists that rules need to be followed. If they start to bend the law at whim now, it would set a dangerous precedent.

Shylock is given permission to proceed and is delighted. Antonio is told to lay bare his chest and Shylock prepares to cut off his pound of flesh.



Antonio makes a very moving farewell speech, to which Bassanio replies:



BASSANIO

Antonio, I am married to a wife

Which is as dear to me as life itself;

But life itself, my wife, and all the world,

Are not with me esteemed above thy life.



It’s true, he’s right – Ian McKellen’s got a very good point. Portia isn’t at the top of Bassanio’s affections.



What’s going through Portia’s head there?


Well, quite – you tell me.



But I’m asking you.


She’s thinking: Sod that, why’ve I made this journey? But then she replies with a belter:


PORTIA

Your wife would give you little thanks for that

If she were by to hear you make the offer.



The audience need a quick joke in the middle of the scene to ease the tension.



Do you think Portia arrives at the court with a game plan?


Not at all. I’m not saying she thinks it’ll be a doddle, but I suspect she arrives believing that she can easily win over Shylock. After all, money buys everything – it’s the way she’s been brought up.

But Shylock turns out to be a stronger adversary than she thought. He’s unshakeable, and hell-bent on getting his pound of flesh. He’s suffered a lifetime of anti-Semitic abuse – a lot of it from Antonio. Shylock’s been spat at, kicked, had stones thrown at him, and now, to top it all, his daughter has stolen his money and run off with a Christian. He’s too angry to compromise.

And so Portia is forced to improvise and pull out the stops, her mind racing as she desperately tries to figure out what to do. She asks for weighing scales to be provided and for a surgeon to be put on standby, and requests another perusal of the legal document – all delaying tactics. Then, just when Shylock is on the point of getting his own way, Portia calls his bluff:


PORTIA

Tarry a little, there is something else.

This bond doth give thee here no jot of blood.

The words expressly are ‘a pound of flesh.’

Take then thy bond: take thou thy pound of flesh.

But in the cutting it, if thou dost shed

One drop of Christian blood, thy lands and goods

Are by the laws of Venice confiscate

Unto the state of Venice.





Do you remember how you staged that moment?


Emrys James played Shylock and my instinct was to jump in with ‘Tarry a little, there is something else.’ But the director, Terry Hands, wanted me to delay the line until Shylock’s knife was coming down towards Antonio’s bare chest. It made no sense to me. It felt as if we were sacrificing truth for a theatrical trick. In rehearsal, I kept going with my instinct and leaping in earlier with my line, until one day Terry couldn’t take it any more and he leapt up and shouted: ‘You’re not to be mean to Emrys – his father was a miner.’ I didn’t think I was being mean to Emrys – and what his father working down a mine had to do with anything, God only knows.



Finally cornered, Shylock is prepared to accept three times his original loan, and let Antonio go. Bassanio wants to hand over the money, but Portia forbids it: ‘Soft, no haste. / He shall have nothing but the penalty.’ Why is she so determined to punish Shylock? She has just given a speech about the quality of mercy. Where is her own mercy at this point?


Quite. Obviously she’s not infallible, is she? But you have to run with these contradictions – the good in the bad, and the bad in the good. It’s what makes Shakespeare’s characters seem like real people.

And don’t forget she’s also following the law. Shylock was given several opportunities to back down. He wanted justice and that’s what she’s going to give him – many times over. But yes, Portia does seem unduly harsh on Shylock. She’s determined to humiliate him and strip him of everything: his money, his land, his assets, everything – even his life, if the Duke so wishes.



But why does she have to be so vindictive? I used to think that it was rage against her own father for having imposed the caskets on her – and she’s taking that anger out on another father, Shylock. Added to which is her fury at Bassanio for offering to throw her aside to save Antonio. It’s a general fury against men.


No, I don’t think so – I don’t think it’s as thought-out as that. I think it’s an eye for an eye. She thinks she’s being just. Or perhaps she’s anti-Semitic, too. Who knows? Could be. Any moment now they’re about to force Shylock to become a Christian. And that’s another reason why I hate the play.



Shylock reluctantly agrees to become a Christian, is pardoned and leaves the courtroom, having bequeathed his money to his daughter, Jessica, and Lorenzo.


And then the Duke invites Portia to dinner, which is the last thing she wants – she needs to get back to Belmont and out of those ghastly clothes.

He must be stupid, mustn’t he, Bassanio? Not seeing through his wife’s male-lawyer disguise. It wouldn’t have fooled pussy.

Bassanio wants to pay the young lawyer for saving his friend’s life. In lieu of payment, Portia asks Bassanio for his wedding ring. Initially resistant, the idiot eventually hands it over. He’s going to get it in the neck when he gets home. He failed that test.



Whilst Portia and Nerissa were in Venice, Jessica and Lorenzo have been looking after Belmont. When Portia returns, she hears music emanating from the house.


Yes, and sees lights on in the windows:


PORTIA

That light we see is burning in my hall.

How far that little candle throws his beams.

So shines a good deed in a naughty world.



The ‘good deed’ could refer to Jessica and Lorenzo, I suppose. When everybody has behaved so badly, their love (across the religious divide) offers a flicker of hope. In the darkness there is light. And after the tensions in the courtroom, to stand for a minute savouring the music, looking at the house – the relief that you’re safe, and have a new husband … Portia doesn’t want the moment to pass. It’s a fantastic moment of reflection.

That’s such a lovely feeling, isn’t it, when you round the corner and see the lights on in your house? D’you remember Lawford, my cat? Whatever time of day or night I’d drive through the gate, he’d always be waiting for me, sitting on the wall.



Bassanio and Gratiano return to Portia’s house, with their friend Antonio.


Oh God, yes, and then there’s all that business with the rings. I found it so hard to play. Impossible to release the comedy in this scene – especially after their treatment of Shylock.

This is another trial of sorts. Bassanio and Gratiano confess to giving away their wedding rings to the lawyer and the clerk in the Venetian courtroom. Portia and Nerissa feign mock outrage until Portia reveals that she was the lawyer and Nerissa the clerk. It’s so tedious, but everyone seems to have a good laugh about it. And there’s more good news – a few of Antonio’s ships have returned intact so he won’t be financially ruined. And Lorenzo and Jessica will inherit Shylock’s money. Hooray! I mean … how the hell d’you play all that after what’s just happened? It seems so frivolous.

I can see the virtues of the play as a piece of writing – the story, the structure, the characters – and there are some exquisite passages of poetry. And I can appreciate the play’s themes – justice, mercy, loyalty, lots of things. I just don’t want to see it or do it. I always felt I needed a good shower afterwards.



But the whole of literature is awash with complicated, unsavoury characters. Look at The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. I’m intrigued by Portia’s complexity – she has a forensic intelligence, and one minute I’m dazzled by her wit and the next repulsed by her racism. Is it that you don’t want to appear too unlikeable or badly behaved?


Of course not. They’re often the best parts. I loved being in Notes on a Scandal. Barbara Covett was a piece of work but such good fun to do.



Portia has lots of redeeming characteristics.


She certainly does. She’s very clever. I imagine she would’ve been a bluestocking, probably gone to Cambridge. She obviously possesses a wonderful mind. You don’t quite get to see that at the beginning of the play, though, because the characters are all too busy mucking about. Or, in our production, lying on the floor in unsuitable wigs.

It’s just an ugly play. But then look at the time when it was written. Maybe that’s what the audience wanted. Such a cruel society – bear-baiting, cock-fighting, public executions. And they didn’t always want people to die when they hung them. Sometimes they would bring them down from the gallows before they were dead, eviscerate them, and then take out their beating hearts. And those same audiences came to see these plays. You don’t have to dig too deep to see the bear-baiting in Shakespeare. Look at the treatment of Malvolio, Lear, Shylock. God, Merchant is such a tricky play to do. Especially post Holocaust.



Do you think the play should be banned?


Not at all. You stand there, say the lines and let the audience make up their own minds. They’ll be divided. Some will feel very sorry for Shylock and some will think he’s got his comeuppance. But that’s for them to decide. Our job as actors is to tell the story and fill in as much of the characters’ intentions as we possibly can. But there has to be room for the audience to ask questions. Otherwise they’re just coming, watching something with all the answers on a plate, and going away again.

And also, our job as actors is never to judge the characters. Because then the audience are denied the chance to interpret the play themselves. The audience need to understand every choice that the characters make. They may not like or agree with those choices, but they need to understand where they come from.



You said earlier that you and Michael had not long been married when you did this play. Was it strange acting a love scene with somebody who you’re also in love with in real life?


No, it was easy. We adored playing opposite each other. And we did it so much – A Fine Romance, Comedy of Errors, Mr and Mrs Nobody …

Towards the end of the run of Merchant I became quite bilious. Mikey and I were also performing in Toad of Toad Hall that season – I was playing a Brave Stoat and Mother Rabbit. One day, I was so ill that a doctor had to come and check up on me between the matinee and the evening show. His name was Dr Michael Coigli, and whenever I saw him again in subsequent years, he said he’d never forget arriving backstage and seeing me being sick into a barrel, dressed as a stoat. His diagnosis that afternoon was that I was pregnant. And several months later [my daughter] Fint was born. So that was the best and loveliest thing to come out of that season.






Company


I love being part of a company. It’s the best feeling in the world. I’m not very good at being alone. When I was in Romeo and Juliet at the Old Vic, I was put in a dressing room by myself and I didn’t like it at all. Nick Meredith, who played Capulet, was next door and I used to ask him to come through with his make-up (or his chalks, as John Neville called them) and sit down and make up beside me.

I could never perform a one-person show, I wouldn’t know how to get ready unless there were jokes and pants flying through the air.

I learnt the value of a good company from those early days at the Vic. Very egalitarian. It was thrilling being able to have a walk-on part in one production, play a character in another, understudy in something else. I loved being a cog in this great big community. When a company works well together it feels like a second family.



Sometimes you have difficult actors.


Occasionally, yes, and much better to have the part not so well played than have to work with somebody who’s aggressive or who turns up late or is selfish. I once worked with an actor who, on the press night, shouted out, ‘Right – every man for himself,’ and I thought: No, that’s not the spirit, you can’t strike out on your own. That’s the antithesis of being a good company member. We need to collaborate to tell the story.

I’ve only worked with one director who created an unpleasant atmosphere in the rehearsal room. He used to go bright pink with rage and lose his temper. I mean, that’s no way to behave. If you have to be angry, go out and play a furious game of football, or throw yourself into a cold pool. It’s not fair to take it out on others. While you’re being consumed by all that rage, you can miss out on so much.



There’s a whole life that goes on backstage during the show, isn’t there?


And how. It’s a subterranean world which the audience never get to see – and maybe for the better. In the Theatre Royal, Brighton, there was a backstage bar called the Single Gulp. Actors used to have a shot as they passed by during the show. By the time you reached the interval, you’d have actors arriving onstage half-cut, slurring their words. It was eventually closed down.

What happens backstage can often become the identity of a production, and influence my memories much more than what I did onstage. Apart from the onstage shenanigans, of course: they also stay with you. I can still see Roger Rees coming towards me during the mad scene in Duchess of Malfi. He’d carry a Kilner jar with a whole doll submerged in water, and one night he dropped an Alka-Seltzer in it, which made it fizz, so it looked as if the doll were alive. [Laughs.] That whole company was up to no good. Meanwhile, I was trying to do this serious play and be serious about it. Oh God, the buggers. [Laughs.]

And then there are those electrifying love affairs that start in the dark, innocuously – like when you ask someone to help with a zip; or you’re standing in the wings waiting to make an entrance, and you feel the brush of a hand against yours and before you know it … well, it’s fatal.



Unfortunately, the opportunity to be part of a large company is diminishing. Not even the RSC can afford to do that any more.


It’s heartbreaking because that was the ethos of Peter [Hall]’s vision for the RSC. It’s how we grew as performers: scores of actors, playing multiple parts across several different productions, watching and learning from each other.

But a company isn’t just about the actors. It’s about the dressers and designers and the lighting technicians and composers. Guy Woolfenden composed almost everything at Stratford. He was a genius, who just got on with it – show after show after show. And don’t forget the stage management – those unsung heroes, who are always the first to arrive and the last to leave the theatre.



I was told that an actor you recently worked with was surprised when you had lunch with your driver on the film set.


Were they? Why wouldn’t I want to have lunch with Kev? He picks me up from my home and drives me back and forth to work. There can’t be a hierarchy. We all have the same aim – collaborating together, trying to make the film or play the best we possibly can.






Hamlet

Ophelia

Ophelia was your first professional role as an actor. How did you get the part?


At the end of my final year at Central School of Speech and Drama, we presented a showcase at the Wyndham’s Theatre. There were a number of industry people there from different theatrical managements, one of whom was Julia Wootton. I think she was Michael Benthall’s secretary, who at that time was running the Old Vic. I did ‘Alas now, pray you, / Work not so hard’ – Miranda’s speech from The Tempest, and a scene from Three Sisters which I can’t remember. Anyway, I was asked the following day to go and see them at the Vic. I thought it was to audition for a walk-on part or, if I was lucky, to understudy.

After the audition, Michael took me aside – he was such a nice man, so softly spoken – and he said, ‘I’d like you to come back tomorrow having learnt Ophelia’s speech: “O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown”.’ So I returned the next day, performed the speech, he asked me my height, then said, ‘I’m taking a huge risk but I’d like you to play Ophelia.’ He swore me to secrecy. The only people I told were my parents.



Do you remember the first day of rehearsal?


God, I was terrified. Absolutely petrified. Because you don’t know anything about anything, especially when you’re starting out. You just follow the herd, don’t you? But it was also very exciting, because we all knew we were there for the season – that’s a whole year playing all sorts of parts in different plays and understudying. We met in the rehearsal room at the Old Vic, which was up at the top of the building. The previous company had just come back from an American tour, and they were wearing great big badges saying ‘I Love Elvis’, and the rest of us had no idea who or what Elvis was, but they were full of it.

I don’t remember us all being introduced on that first day. I just remember standing – I know exactly where I was standing – and looking at this great big room full of people. And I know exactly what I was wearing: a wool skirt (that I could kick about in – not pencil thin), and a green and white thin-striped shirt, and my hair twisted up.



Were you a bit starstruck? You had Coral Browne playing Gertrude, John Neville as Hamlet—


Well, Coral took me under her wing almost immediately. She was exquisite as Gertrude – terribly vulnerable. And I’d seen John Neville on stage numerous times, because I used to go to the Vic when I was a student at Central. I’d seen him as the Chorus with Richard Burton playing Henry V. Girls used to scream when the two of them came out of the stage door on the Waterloo Road. And this was long before The Beatles or anything like that. They had a real fan club, those two.



Did you have a read-through of Hamlet? Was there a chat about the play?


No, we didn’t do that. It was straight in and block it – work out our moves, where to stand during scenes. In fact, I don’t recall ever having a read-through for any play I did at the Vic. We certainly didn’t sit around and intellectualise it all. Unless the audience are going to have a share of that, I think that’s just an indulgence. You must do your own homework and get on with it.

Sometimes you work with people who do their homework there and then in the rehearsal room, and you think: No, no, no, that’s something you should’ve prepared beforehand. Obviously if you’re stuck and you need to ask a question, then fine, that’s what rehearsals are for, but you should be mindful of taking up other people’s time.



And when you say homework, what does that mean? Would you have read the script, learnt the lines?


I knew the play anyway, but I can’t remember if I’d learnt the lines. When I say homework, I mean thinking about the part. It may not even be a conscious thing. It’s those questions you mull over like the meaning of the words and the background of the character and the motivation behind their actions. I have always been quite private about all that. Better to keep the lid on it, let it percolate.



What was Michael Benthall like as a director?


Gentle, kind, funny. His partner was the Australian actor, Robert Helpmann, who played the Child Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. Bobby Helpmann would always come backstage after the show and immediately try our wigs on. Sweet couple.

They lived near our digs in Eaton Terrace, and Michael was so alarmed when we told him we could see into his sitting room from our flat. We didn’t tell him that it took standing on a chair balanced precariously on a chest of drawers.

I shared the flat with two other actresses from the company – Bar [Barbara] Leigh-Hunt, and Juliet Cook. Every morning Juliet Cook would hang her leg out of the window and tell us what the weather was like so that we knew what to wear: ‘It’s chilly, you need to put a jumper on.’

Michael Benthall gave me my first great note about speaking Shakespeare. He said, ‘You have to make it more legato.’ In musical terms you’d say phrasing, tying words together. Don’t chop it up and certainly don’t rush, as the audience need time to hear the arc of the thought. I always say to students, ‘If you want to learn about phrasing listen to John Gielgud or Frank Sinatra.’

Michael was also very kind to me when I didn’t get very good reviews for Ophelia. They said, ‘How dare the so-called National Theatre of Britain’ – which the Vic was, because there wasn’t a National Theatre at the time – ‘employ a girl straight from drama school to play the part.’ But Michael had faith in me, even when I got shot down in flames, and kept me on for another five years – understudying, playing Maria, Juliet, walking on. He was a fantastic mentor, somebody who believed you could do it; or if you couldn’t, would tell you where you’d failed and how to improve – somebody who you could absolutely trust.



Did it feel like a continuation of your training?


It certainly did. But isn’t everything? I haven’t finished learning. You learn from everything you see and everything you do.



Back to Ophelia, were you in that very first big court scene to celebrate Claudius and Gertrude’s marriage?


Yes, standing with Polonius and Laertes [Ophelia’s father and brother]. Everyone was in formal dress designed by Audrey Cruddas. I was wearing a lovely pale green-greyish shot-silk dress, with silver-leaf decoration across the bodice. I had long hair, which I wore up, with a funny little laurel wreath tiara.



In your next scene with Laertes—


Yes, he’s going away, isn’t he, and offering Ophelia a few tips? He’s noticed Hamlet looking at her and is worried about leaving her alone in the court. He has that wonderful long speech about the monarchy and the dangers of a young girl being swept off her feet by a prince who’s answerable to the whole royal family. He wants her to remember her responsibilities and behave more maturely in the court. He’s worried that she’s too naive. It’s not up to Hamlet alone to choose who he marries, there are many more people involved.

Laertes is very protective of his little sister. And of course there’s no mother mentioned. The mother obviously died, but you can play her absence.



What do you mean by ‘play her absence’?


Well, you don’t have to show the audience she doesn’t have a mother in an overt way, because that’s not what the scene is about – you just have to fill in the gaps in your head so that you understand the family history. I always got the sense that the mother died a long time ago and her absence is felt in the fact Ophelia’s so close to her brother and father. The advice that you imagine her mother might give – about the birds and the bees and how to conduct and protect yourself – is left to Laertes and Polonius. There’s a really strong bond between the three of them, which makes it all the more heartbreaking when you see the family fragment at the end.



That sounds like a very Stanislavski approach. So would you, for instance, think about what Ophelia had for breakfast?


No, probably not. Stanislavski is very useful for grounding you in the character, but, in any case, that’s homework. Of course you have to know what the castle’s like, when your mother died, why you put on those particular clothes that day – and yes, perhaps what you had for breakfast – but that’s just for you, not for the rehearsal room. By all means go into the detail and explore the hinterland of your character, but do it on the tube going home.



There’s a nice playfulness between Ophelia and her brother, isn’t there?


She adores him – he’s her big brother. And after that long speech of his, she says: Yes, that’s very good advice, but you watch it yourself, because we all know what you’re like. They’re having a bit of a joke together.



Polonius arrives and lectures Laertes.


Oh yes. ‘Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice.’ ‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be.’ Such sage advice. You can see why it’s quoted so much. And that’s a good example of antithesis.



How would you define antithesis?


‘To be or not to be’ is an example of antithesis. It’s a balance of opposites, a contrast. Claudius says at one point: ‘My words fly up, my thoughts remain below.’ Shakespeare uses antithesis throughout the plays.



Laertes says goodbye and Ophelia promises to remember his advice.


‘’Tis in my memory locked, / And you yourself shall keep the key of it.’ What a wonderful thing to say. I haven’t thought of that line since I last said it in 1958.



Polonius, too, is concerned about Ophelia’s growing relationship with Hamlet. ‘From this time / Be somewhat scanter of your maiden presence.’ Is he forbidding her from seeing Hamlet?


I don’t think he’s forbidding her. He’s obviously noticed that they’re spending quite a bit of time together. He’s just advising her to be more modest, to remember her place in the court, perhaps spend more time in her room, quietly reading – advice any parent might want to give their child. But he’s having to be both mother and father.

It’s terribly hard for her to hear, though, because she’s a young girl, and she believes that Hamlet has feelings for her.


OPHELIA

He hath, my lord, of late made many tenders

Of his affection to me …

   .     .     .     .

… importuned me with love

In honourable fashion.



He’s probably given her a bracelet, a book and a flower to press into that book. And of course they’ve all noticed, the whole court. But because there’s no mother, who can she share that with? Who is there to advise her? Especially now that Laertes has gone. Where’s her friend, her confidante, her lady-in-waiting, her nurse? At least Hamlet has Horatio, and Rozencrantz and Guildenstern. But Ophelia has nobody. She’s a young girl in the court on her own. Polonius must be very concerned because he can see she’s vulnerable.



You seem to have a lot of empathy for Polonius. Does it take being a little older or becoming a parent to appreciate his virtues?


Not necessarily, but I think your perceptions of Shakespeare’s characters are always shifting. Certainly something primal kicks in when you have a child. You’re aware that people can destroy each other because of love and you become very protective. Being a parent is a balance between what you lay down as law and what you’re prepared to permit. And times change, which is something else that you have to negotiate. There are some things that are normal for young people now that never would have been allowed in my family growing up. You can only hope to keep all the doors open for your child, so they feel they can talk to you about anything.

But yes, I do have empathy for Polonius. He has to juggle his role as single parent with that of chief counsellor to the royal family.



In her next scene we learn that Hamlet arrived unannounced in Ophelia’s bedroom and behaved very strangely.


Ophelia gives us a stunning description of Hamlet’s behaviour. So vivid. As an actor, you’ve got to paint the pictures so that the audience imagine they’ve seen the scene.

We hear that he burst into her room half-dressed, dirty, shaking, looking haunted, ‘no hat upon his head’, then walked away with his eyes fixed on her. Ophelia must have been so frightened. This man who’s been so gentle and affectionate and brought her gifts, suddenly acting so strangely.



Having insisted that his daughter steer clear of Hamlet, Polonius now believes that this enforced separation has tipped Hamlet over the edge. Using his daughter as bait, Polonius orchestrates a meeting between the young couple, while he and the King spy on them.


Ophelia is on tenterhooks, waiting for Hamlet to arrive. And, above all, concerned about his welfare – he’s taken such a dodgy turn.

Hamlet appears and Ophelia tries to return his love letters and gifts. But he soon starts lashing out at her, questioning her honesty, and accusing her of being a hypocrite. It would be painful enough to hear his accusations and insults even if nobody was listening, but knowing that Polonius and the King are eavesdropping …



Is Hamlet aware that he’s being spied on?


He was in our production because he would shout out: ‘Those that are married already, all but one, shall live,’ in order to make it very clear that he was aware of their presence. I can’t remember when he rumbled them. Maybe there was a twitch or a crash; or perhaps there was something in Ophelia’s manner which made him suspicious.

Ophelia’s not very good at lying. Although she does lie, of course, because she says that her father’s back at home when he patently isn’t. But she’s out of her depth, a child, caught in the crossfire of court politics.

You feel for both of them, don’t you? Hamlet believes she’s in cahoots with Claudius, and Ophelia must feel she’s betrayed him. He was everything to her. ‘I did love you once,’ he says to Ophelia. Crikey. It’s the death of innocence.



Hamlet leaves, and Ophelia has the speech: ‘O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown’.


The language is very bleak. The whole exchange with Hamlet is hugely traumatic for her. ‘And I, of ladies most deject and wretched …’ She’s desperate. I remember Michael Benthall saying to me that on the line ‘Like sweet bells jangled, out of tune and harsh’ there is a little whisper of her own madness. I don’t know how you convey that, or even if I did, but it’s a good note, isn’t it? There’s a flash that she might at some point – I don’t want to say lose the plot, because you shouldn’t know that that’s going to happen – but you should think: Oh, hello? You should fear for her.



Aristotle said that ‘endings should be surprising, yet inevitable.’ He was referring specifically to tragedy. It’s shocking when we see Ophelia’s madness later, but not surprising if you plant the start of her descent here.


I think that’s right. But you don’t have to do too much. You mustn’t telegraph it for the audience. It’s like the spirit level just slightly tips. Something in her has shifted.



Ophelia’s speech is twelve lines long. With my Shakespeare’s Globe hat on, that’s about the length of time that it takes to get from the balcony backstage at the Globe to stage level. I suspect Polonius and Claudius were hiding in the balcony, otherwise what else would they have been doing onstage while she had her soliloquy?


Yes, I like that. It gives you an idea of how it might have been staged in Shakespeare’s time. And I also think it’s good that she has a soliloquy as it shows her isolation and allows her to share a moment with the audience.



When Polonius and the King reappear, they more or less ignore Ophelia.


They’re completely oblivious to her plight, aren’t they? Which is very poignant in the light of what she’s just said. She’s left on her own, wandering. No mother, no brother, no friends, no Hamlet, and now a father who ignores her. And she’s been used by the King. There’s no compassion at all.



In the next scene, Hamlet has arranged for a play to be performed before the whole court.


Yes – ‘The Murder of Gonzago’. Everyone has gathered to watch it. I was in a beautiful white dress. Oh God, it’s awful when you think back on a part and realise all the possibilities that you missed.



What do you mean?


Well, you look at the scene on the page, and you think: Oh yes, this is where I sit and don’t have much to say. [Laughs.] But if I did it now, I would be much more uneasy – not to detract from the other actors – but that’s what I would pour into the mould for Ophelia: make her much more ill at ease. Because Hamlet’s being very inappropriate with her – wanting to lie in her lap and making suggestive jokes about ‘country matters’. She’s frightened and unsure. The whole situation is very tense for her (as it is for everybody).



But you can’t play generalised ‘ill at ease’, can you?


No, you can’t. Nor can you make the whole scene about Ophelia being tense. You have to find the specific moments when that tension shines through. The stakes are high. The whole court is there and they’re all watching Hamlet like hawks. His behaviour is drawing attention to Ophelia in a way that she can’t quite cope with – Hamlet’s mother is observing him being intimate with her and saying these sexual things. Ophelia is humiliated and embarrassed.

And then, not long afterwards, her father is murdered, and Ophelia goes mad. Tricky scene, that. She’s been wandering about, gathering flowers and singing, and she’s not bothering to look after herself any more, not attending to any formal way of life. My hair was down and I was wearing the torn version of the dress I wore earlier – all distraite and dirty. She’s in torment, completely at sea.

The audience know that she’s not too tightly wrapped because other characters talk about it before she enters. We hear that she’s been chatting endlessly about her father, spouting gibberish, thumping her chest, coughing, twitching. And because we’ve already heard all that, you, as the actor, don’t have to bring it on with you. When you’re young you try every which way to make her mad. I realise now, of course, that you only need to choose one thing. For instance, she could come in, look at Gertrude, walk past her, and kneel or curtsey to somebody else and say, ‘Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark?’ You don’t need to do generalised mad acting. Much more unnerving just to convey it in one moment like that.

But when you start out, you don’t trust yourself to do less. Or at least I didn’t. But that thing ‘less is more’ should be written up in letters fifteen feet high.



And who taught you ‘less is more’? Who did you observe?


Oh, I learnt from standing in the wings at the Vic every night and watching what was happening onstage – I never used to go to my dressing room. And then later in my career, working with the likes of John [Gielgud] and Peggy [Ashcroft] taught me about economy. And reminding myself that the audience are very, very clever. We are inclined to underestimate an audience’s intelligence.

It also helps to have been doing it for the last sixty-whatever years. When you’re young, you don’t dare to do less. Just because you can twitch and slide on the floor doesn’t mean you should. Acting is learning how to edit. It’s not just about what you put in, but probably more importantly what you choose to chuck out. Much better to do one thing than five. It’s all a question of balance – how much madness, how much passion. Learning how to convey just enough. It’s hard, but that’s what our job is, isn’t it? Finding the minimum we have to do to create the maximum effect – and all in service of the story.



In her ‘mad scene’, Ophelia sings fragments of old songs.


Yes, which are a reflection of what’s happened to her: a great soup of memories – her father’s death, being abandoned by Hamlet – and the lyrics gradually become more sexual. It’s desperate when you think of her journey. She starts off as an innocent young woman, full of hope and in love. Hamlet presents her with gifts, which all seems rather courtly, a proper wooing. But then her father and Laertes suggest that Hamlet may not have honourable intentions. And so a seed is planted in her brain that their relationship may be unsuitable. Hamlet then appears in her closet half-dressed and distracted, which flips it over into something more sexual and disturbing. Because almost everything that he says to her after that implies something of a sexual nature. And when her father dies she completely unravels.



[image: ]
And then her brother arrives.


No, there’s no scene with her brother at the end. She just – Oh yes, of course, there’s all that business with the herbs, isn’t there? Gosh, isn’t that strange? I would’ve sworn there was no scene with her brother. Ophelia doesn’t recognise him, does she? That’s why I didn’t remember. It comes as no surprise when we later discover she drowned in the river.



At Ophelia’s funeral, were you put into the grave? Did you come in on a bier?


No. I used to stand and watch all that from the wings – and the fight and the boys jumping into the grave, and then that wonderful speech, ‘There is special providence in the fall of a sparrow’.



You said that your reviews weren’t very good for Ophelia. Did you read them?


I did at the time, yes, and they were vitriolic. I think one person gave me a good notice, but not the others. And somebody gave me a stinker of a review, a real personal attack from a critic who apologised to me years later, both privately and in print.

At the end of the season Michael called me into his office, which was on the top floor of the Vic. We were scheduled to take Hamlet to the world fair in Paris and Brussels and then on to a six-month tour of America. Michael would never have said my notices weren’t good enough, but they patently weren’t. He was standing by the window with his back to me. Even today, each time I pass the Vic I’ll look up at that window. He was standing there – it must have been so hard for him – and he said, ‘I’m sorry, Judi, but on this tour you’re not going to be playing Ophelia. Barbara Jefford is taking over the part. You will continue to play the Princess of France to Lawrence Harvey’s Henry V, and Maria in Twelfth Night. Do you still want to go?’ Well, of course I’d grown so fond of the company I said, ‘Yes, I do.’ But I was terribly upset. Afterwards, I went to Mayfair and had all my hair cut off. I needed to do something physical to cope with the pain inside.



Can you understand why your reviews were so negative?


Oh, of course I can. I had such a lot to learn. But the hardest thing was having to watch Hamlet on the first night in America. God, that was terrible. I sat next to Lawrence Harvey – we were the only two actors from the Old Vic company who weren’t in that particular play – and it was such a mixture of feelings. I only ever saw it once; I couldn’t bear to go back. Very strange seeing somebody saying the same words, making the same moves as I had as Ophelia. The costume wasn’t quite the same, though, because I remember thinking: Oh look, Barbara’s got long sleeves. [Laughs.]

But the wonderful thing about it was that when we returned to London, Barbara Jefford had been offered a role in The Cenci at the Vic, which meant that I got the part back. And so I was able to play Ophelia in Belgrade, Ljubljana and Zagreb. Somebody else would have to tell you how much I’d changed, but I’d like to think that I was better. I hope that I’d learnt something.

All I ever wanted to do was play Shakespeare, nothing else. It was a kind of zenith for me. And Shakespeare at the Vic? Where I used to go and sit up in the gods. Knowing all the performances I’d seen, knowing all the actors throughout history who had been on that stage … that was beyond my wildest dreams. Michael Benthall was the first person to believe in me professionally. And when the chips were down he really stood by me. We all need those guardian angels in our life.



Gertrude

Hamlet was the first production of Richard Eyre’s reign at the National Theatre.


Yes. I remember Peter [Hall] saying that when he himself ran the National he used to arrive at his office early in the morning and clear out all the shit. He’d then do a day’s rehearsal, return to the office in the evening and the shit would be back up to the ceiling again. It was a testament to both Richard and Peter that they never brought the pressures of running a building into the rehearsal room.



Was it a happy production?


I’m not sure about happy – there were tensions within the company, but Dan [Daniel Day-Lewis] gave the most phenomenal performance – like an arrow, his precision and speed were breathtaking.



Was Daniel Day-Lewis fun to work with?


‘Fun’? No – not ‘fun’, because Daniel would become Hamlet every night. He’s a complex man, an extraordinary actor, and an adorable and beautiful human being, but there aren’t many jokes in rehearsals. I love working with him – we’ve also made several films together – but in Hamlet I could never quite believe I was his mother. My physical and psychological make-up seemed so different.

It’s strange but whenever I think of the production, I can only see John Neville and Coral Browne playing Hamlet and Gertrude, as they did in the Old Vic version. But of course, this time, it was Daniel and me.



What were you wearing?


No idea, but [my daughter] Fint will remember, because she tried on all my costumes. I came up to my dressing room at the National once and Fint, aged seventeen, was all decked out in my clothes from the closet scene. I always seemed to be wearing a lot of fabric, and beading and pearls, and I think there was a sash at one point. I felt very got up. A lot of jewellery.



From the images I’ve seen, there was quite a bit of bling.


I think Gertrude is quite a bling person. I remember a few of the necklines on my dresses being rather low-cut, which is probably inappropriate given that my husband, Old Hamlet, has just died. She’s obviously up to no good. Well, we know she is – she’s having it off with her dead husband’s brother.

I wore a stunning long necklace with a locket, which contained a portrait of my new lover, Claudius. There’s a Renaissance painting somewhere with a woman in a long necklace clutching a locket and holding it away from her body, to one side. Claudius and I had a very formal first entrance and I tried to emulate that image when I walked on at the beginning of the play.



Do you like to have an input in your costumes? Is there a dialogue with the designer?


No, not really, because I think it’s up to you to get on and wear them.



So you’ve never looked in the mirror and said to a designer, ‘No, that’s not my colour,’ or ‘I’m not wearing that.’


No, never. Because how can I judge? A designer will be seeing it from out front, under the lights and in the context of all the other costumes. Maybe I’ve been bloody lucky with the designers I’ve worked with – Audrey Cruddas, Alison Chitty, Stephen Brimson Lewis. A good designer’s costumes will never get in the way of the play.

But you do hear of people behaving badly in costume fittings. Billy Connolly tells a story about when he worked with The Muppets: he arrived on set and there was a little folding screen in the corner. From behind it, he heard a voice shouting, ‘I will not be wearing that.’ And a dress came flying over the screen. It was Miss Piggy having a temper tantrum. [Laughs.]



Gertrude doesn’t appear to have spent very long grieving. Within two months she’s buried her husband and married his brother, Claudius. You can see why her son, Hamlet, is upset. It’s a fast turnaround.


She’s very quick off the mark. But then I think she’s always had the hots for old Claudius. Dirty Gerty. And now that they’re married she wants everybody to have a nice time – wassailing and toasting and letting off cannons to celebrate their wedding. But Hamlet keeps mooching about the place, wearing black. To have somebody like that in the family at such a time is a bit of a bummer. Hamlet’s a real killjoy. They’ve had the funeral; they’ve done all that. She’s trying to enliven him. Come on, she tells him, join in a bit. Yes, I know your dad’s dead, but let’s move on.



So you think she’s always fancied Claudius?


Oh yes, besotted with him. And has been for a while. Because where is the time for it to have ripened and become what it is? Two months. That’s eight weeks. She hasn’t just gone to the funeral and picked him up at the wake. Oh no, I suspect she was, at the very least, fantasising about him while her husband was alive, if not having a full-blown affair. Who knows why? Who’s to say that her late husband wasn’t boring? Not to Hamlet, of course. He thought the sun, moon and stars shone out of his arse. And maybe Gertrude thought so, too, at one time, but then she started to fancy his brother. And when Hamlet’s father died … Mmmmmm, lovely.



The way you talk about Gertrude – well … you make her sound almost frivolous.


I think she is frivolous. I don’t doubt it. She does remarry very, very soon after her husband’s death. I think she’s not the most constant of people. And as for Gertrude’s parenting skills … well, she certainly loves Hamlet, and it must be very hard watching her child become depressed, but she’s very much enjoying being swept along by this wonderful lover. Having a nice bit of rumpy-pumpy. Maybe there were problems with Hamlet’s father. Perhaps he had gout. Or maybe he couldn’t, you know – get it up. [Laughs.]

I always imagined Hamlet’s father as a bit of a fuddy-duddy, a traditionalist who lived by the book – whereas his brother Claudius is much more rebellious, a risk-taker. In a modern production, he’d be driving fast cars.

And now Gertrude’s got her man, and she’s very, very happy with him. Yes, it’s a terrible shock for Hamlet, but that’s not her problem – she’s having too good a time.
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Rozencrantz and Guildenstern, two student friends of Hamlet’s, arrive at Elsinore.


Which is lovely. Two nice chaps, whom they’ve invited down from Hamlet’s university to try and cheer him up.



And spy on him.


No, they haven’t been asked to do any spying yet. You’re racing ahead. You mustn’t tell the story before it unfolds. At this point, they’re just there to lift his spirits.



Hamlet’s friends are delighted to be of service. The King says: ‘Thanks, Rosencrantz and gentle Guildenstern.’ And then Gertrude says: ‘Thanks, Guildenstern and gentle Rosencrantz.’ Why does she reverse it?


Maybe they’re indistinguishable. Or perhaps Claudius gets it wrong and she has to correct him. That would be a very good comment about Claudius, especially if we’ve just seen him be effusive in his welcome. It should all feel very light-hearted, contrary to anything that follows. Whatever you do, don’t play the ending. It’s always good to find the moments of joy and levity in tragedy.



Polonius, chief counsellor to the royal family, arrives, convinced that he has discovered the cause of Hamlet’s ‘lunacy’.


Which is fantastic news, as I’m sure the whole situation was starting to wear Gertrude down. Polonius believes that her son’s madness stems from unrequited love. For a while now, Hamlet has been smitten with Polonius’ daughter, Ophelia; but Polonius has ordered Ophelia to stay away from Hamlet on account of their difference in status. The enforced separation has obviously tipped Hamlet over the edge. Phew! Huge relief for Gertrude – at least her son’s erratic behaviour has nothing to do with her over-hasty marriage to Claudius. She’s off the hook.



Meanwhile, a theatre company has arrived at the castle and Hamlet has asked them to perform a play called The Murder of Gonzago. Hamlet is convinced that Claudius murdered his father, and if Claudius becomes rattled while watching the play (which involves a man murdering his brother) then Hamlet will be sure of his uncle’s guilt.


The whole court has been invited – Gertrude, Ophelia, Claudius, everyone – and Hamlet is in high spirits, cavorting and mucking about, which is very good news as far as Gertrude is concerned: she’s thrilled to see him so cheery.

And yet some of Hamlet’s inappropriate jokes to Ophelia are shocking for a mother to overhear, especially in public. I suppose it depends how much the actor plays the jokes as an aside, but I remember checking in on Claudius quite a lot during that scene.



Some scholars believe that Gertrude has an inkling about her late husband having been poisoned by Claudius – even going so far as to suggest that she may even have had a hand in it. Would that work?


Doesn’t that overcomplicate it? How do you play that? I think that might distract from the scene. The focus has to be on Claudius. The audience are on the edge of their seats, waiting to see if he’s going to crack. If you’re playing Gertrude, you don’t want to overload it and do a lot of anxious, nail-biting acting otherwise it feeds in something that isn’t there in the text. As far as I’m aware, Gertrude’s complicity in her late husband’s murder isn’t mentioned or alluded to in the play.



During the performance of The Murder of Gonzago, the Player Queen asks that she be hounded if ever she remarries after being widowed:



PLAYER Queen

Both here and hence pursue me lasting strife

If once I be a widow, ever I be a wife.





Does Gertrude recognise herself in that remark?


Depends how much attention she’s giving to the play – I think she’s too busy flirting with Claudius. Also, I’m not really sure she possesses that much self-awareness. She certainly wouldn’t recognise her own shortcomings. Not at the moment. Even when Hamlet says: ‘Madam, how like you this play?’ and she replies, ‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks,’ she’s just saying the play’s a bit overwritten. It’s a throwaway remark, she’s bored, she wants to get back to the bedroom.

When the scene of the poisoning is enacted, Claudius realises he’s been rumbled, panics and asks for more light. Pretty sensational, isn’t it? Chaos, everyone bewildered, a lot of whirling about and shouting. Gertrude doesn’t know what’s going on. But Hamlet does. Just the reaction he’s been waiting for.

And then it’s the closet scene, and – oh God, yes, it was just before this – I was in the dressing room when I noticed the play had stopped. Silence on the tannoy. We found out later that Dan suffered a nervous collapse. I’ve never really spoken to him about it, but I think he was conflating the death of Hamlet’s father with the death of his own real-life father, and the ghost scene was too much for him. It was a terrible moment.

Everybody rallied around Dan when he came offstage, he was sobbing and shaking. Michael Bryant took charge of the situation, and I went to find Jeremy Northam who was understudying. Jeremy was sitting in his dressing room looking very pale. He hadn’t done an understudy run for three weeks, but he still wanted to go on. There was an announcement to the audience, and the play continued with Jeremy as Hamlet.

I have almost no recollection of the rest of that evening. We were all so stunned and concerned about Dan, but we did get through it.



So – the closet scene. Gertrude is waiting anxiously in her bedroom, having summoned her son for a talk. Polonius is giving Gertrude last-minute instructions on how to handle Hamlet when they hear him approaching. Polonius hides behind the wall hanging, ready to eavesdrop. Hamlet arrives.



HAMLET

Now, mother, what’s the matter?

GERTRUDE

Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended.

HAMLET

Mother, you have my father much offended.

GERTRUDE

Come, come, you answer with an idle tongue.

HAMLET

Go, go, you question with a wicked tongue.



It’s a game of tennis. But it soon turns nasty, and Gertrude becomes frightened, thinking Hamlet’s about to murder her. She panics and calls for help. Polonius shouts out from behind the curtain, Hamlet thinks it’s Claudius, lunges at the curtain with his sword and unwittingly kills Polonius.

It’s a violent scene and became very physical in our production. Dan grabbed hold of me, threw me around – he even pinned me to the bed and straddled me at one point. When Hamlet points at a painting of his father and asks ‘and what judgement / Would step from this to this?’ Dan snatched the locket off my neck – the one which contained the portrait of Claudius. That’s why I set it up at the beginning.



Did you feel safe with Daniel?


Oh God, yes, I always felt safe with him. The fight was all choreographed. Violence on stage can’t be real, otherwise you’re going to get through a lot of Desdemonas.

The brutality is also there in Hamlet’s language. He says some appalling things to Gertrude:


HAMLET

Nay, but to live

In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed,

Stewed in corruption, honeying and making love

Over the nasty sty.



It’s really dirty talk, degrading her. How does a mother deal with that? Or a woman, or a wife?

Then the ghost of Hamlet’s father appears, reminding Hamlet to be kind to his mother. Gertrude, of course, doesn’t see the ghost. All she sees is her son talking to the wallpaper.

The ghost leaves and the tone shifts. Hamlet tells his mother to avoid Claudius:


HAMLET

Go not to my uncle’s bed.

    .       .       .       .

And when you are desirous to be blessed,

I’ll blessing beg of you.



And that’s the tenderest moment of the whole scene. After the accusations and the fury and the stabbing and the mayhem, everything comes down quietly to land. It’s a moment where they meet – mother and son. That was the point when we kissed each other on the lips.



Critics commented on the kiss being erotically charged, a moment that surprised you both.


I think that’s right. It was certainly passionate. And then Hamlet has that devastating line: ‘Thus bad begins and worse remains behind,’ which must send a chill through Gertrude because she knows there’s worse to follow.

By the end of the scene they’re both exhausted. And Gertrude is broken – how does she carry on with her life from here? Everything has fallen apart: ‘O Hamlet, thou hast cleft my heart in twain.’ It’s desperate. It’s as if he’s taken a mallet to her heart and smashed it. Everything has been laid out in the open, their darkest secrets exposed. There’s so much emotion in that scene – for both of them – violence and anger, accusation, mortification, bewilderment, suspicion, everything. And tenderness. There are so many zigzag switches of thought.



How do you achieve that?


It’s written for you. You just have to be ready and listen and react. It’s speed of thought. It’s no good building up to it because you’re not given the time. You need to think in the moment and on the line. Some actors aren’t nimble enough. They leave great big pauses everywhere. That’s too indulgent. Don’t underestimate the audience’s intelligence – they know the circumstances and they’re seeing the reckoning – they’re hyper-alert.



But you can’t arrive at rehearsals on day one and be fast with the text. Surely you need to calibrate each thought carefully, take it apart and put it back together.


But that would take forever. You’d never stop rehearsing a play like Hamlet. That’s homework. Trying to understand exactly what Shakespeare means and what he intends is work you do at home. And once you have an idea of the intentions, then you have to be open to what the other actors are doing around you. The story needs to be clear but you mustn’t set everything in stone. Somebody may say something to you in a way that has never occurred to you. And that in turn may cause you to respond in a completely new way. And that can be very exciting – especially during a performance.



You very rarely talk about yourself in isolation. It’s only ever in relation to the other actors or to the audience.


Of course – otherwise you’re acting in a vacuum. Because if you’ve worked it all out and you carry on regardless, ignoring what the other person offers you, you could be reacting disproportionately to something. It’s give and take; it’s about relationships and listening.

Then there’s the audience to consider. They will also shape what you’re doing. And sometimes you lose them. Maybe they’re not understanding the story in that moment, or they haven’t quite heard it, or they missed the set-up. Or maybe you’re on the wrong part of the stage, or you’re being too slow, or you’re being upstaged by somebody doing something else. Acting is a three-way conversation between you, the other actors and the audience.



At the end of the closet scene, Hamlet exits, lugging the body of Polonius away with him. Claudius rushes in and finds Gertrude alone and in pieces.


And what’s the first thing he says when he discovers that Polonius is dead? ‘O heavy deed! / It had been so with us, had we been there.’ See? Straight away, Claudius thinks of himself. At one point he tried to kiss me – kiss me or hug me or something – and I recoiled. Hamlet has made Gertrude more introspective, and much more wary of her relationship with Claudius. She’s in a terrible position.



A few days later, Gertrude learns that Ophelia has gone off the rails. Gertrude initially refuses to see her. Why is that?


It’s probably all too much for her. What else can go wrong? As Claudius says: ‘When sorrows come, they come not single spies / But in battalions.’

Another reason for not wanting to see Ophelia is guilt. Had Gertrude not cried out for help in the closet scene maybe Hamlet wouldn’t have been alerted to Polonius’ presence and killed him. And Ophelia wouldn’t have lost her father.

Gertrude does eventually allow Ophelia to enter, but all she can do is watch, helpless, as Ophelia wanders the room, singing wildly inappropriate songs about sex.

Ophelia leaves and there’s a ruckus outside the door: Laertes has returned from France and, furious to learn that his father has been killed, wants revenge.



When Laertes bursts in, Claudius has the line: ‘Let him go, Gertrude,’ which suggests that Gertrude somehow restrains Laertes. Why would she want to protect her husband from Laertes, given what she now knows about Claudius?


Because she and Claudius have to close ranks to save themselves. Laertes doesn’t enter alone; he has all his followers with him. Must be quite intimidating. Gertrude has to calm the situation.



I’m a bit confused. So does Gertrude still hold a torch for Claudius?


I don’t think it’s as simple as that. She’s going through a whole mixture of feelings. It’s not a question you, as an actor, need to ask. You’re too far into the story to worry whether or not she holds a torch for him. They’re in the middle of a crisis. And she can’t extinguish everything just because Hamlet’s called him a villain and said, ‘Go not to my uncle’s bed.’ How’s she going to manage that? There’d be nothing left in her life. Hamlet has planted a seed of doubt; he hasn’t completely swung her thinking. Besides, Claudius might become suspicious if she suddenly spurned him, perhaps even dangerous. She’s trapped.



Ophelia returns and Gertrude and Claudius watch as Laertes tries to connect with his distracted sister.


Heartbreaking. Ophelia doesn’t recognise her own brother. She hands out flowers and herbs. And a few days later, Gertrude has that extraordinary speech where she has to break the news to Laertes about Ophelia’s death:


GERTRUDE

There is a willow grows aslant a brook,

That shows his hoar leaves in the glassy stream;

There with fantastic garlands did she come

Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples

That liberal shepherds give a grosser name,

But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers call them.

There on the pendant boughs her coronet weeds

Clambering to hang, an envious sliver broke,

When down her weedy trophies and herself

Fell in the weeping brook. Her clothes spread wide,

And mermaid-like awhile they bore her up,

Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes,

As one incapable of her own distress,

Or like a creature native and indued

Unto that element. But long it could not be

Till that her garments, heavy with their drink,

Pulled the poor wretch from her melodious lay

To muddy death.





Is there a danger with a speech like this, with the richness of the language – the metaphors and the imagery – that the play stops for a nice bit of poetry? Put crudely, why doesn’t she just say, ‘Your sister tried to climb a tree and she fell into the river and drowned’?


Because Shakespeare chose not to say that. And Gertrude has to paint a picture for Laertes.



But Gertrude wasn’t there. All she knows is that Ophelia drowned. Gertrude adds a lot of description which she couldn’t have known about.


Gertrude goes into detail about the flowers because we’ve seen Ophelia in the mad scene give flowers to everybody. Gertrude is filling in the gaps.

Also, suicide was against the law in Shakespeare’s time. Maybe the description of Ophelia climbing the tree and the branch breaking is a way of reassuring Laertes (and the audience) that it wasn’t suicide, it was an accident. Because if it was suicide, Ophelia wouldn’t have had a Christian burial. Gertrude is trying to break the news to Laertes in a kinder way, to help him with his grief: Ophelia didn’t suffer, her death wasn’t wilful or violent, she was unaware of her own madness.



It’s such a beautiful speech. Do you ever feel diminished by Shakespeare’s words?


Never diminished, but occasionally overwhelmed. I can sometimes hear something I know really well and go completely to pieces. And that may be to do with having the echo of somebody saying it in my head. Or the memory of a part I’ve played, or a production I’ve seen. Or just the sheer music of it.

But it’s like that with any great work of art. I remember the Easter before I was due to sit my Art A Level, my parents took me to Florence to see the paintings I was studying. One of them was the Primavera by Botticelli and when I saw the original, hanging in the Uffizi Gallery, I had to run outside and be sick in the street. I was completely overcome. I’d spent so long studying the image in a book that I knew every single detail: the back of her foot as she’s dancing; the tiny little flowers in the grass. I couldn’t believe that somebody had actually painted it, brushstroke by brushstroke.



And then it’s Ophelia’s funeral.


Gosh, I’d forgotten Gertrude was part of the funeral procession. ‘I loved Ophelia,’ says Hamlet, and leaps into her grave. Gertrude feels she has to explain his appalling behaviour. ‘This is mere madness,’ she says, ‘And thus awhile the fit will work on him.’ She reassures everybody that he’ll soon calm down and ‘His silence will sit drooping.’ She knows what the deal is because she’s witnessed Hamlet at both extremes in the closet scene.

Then comes a particularly poignant moment for Gertrude, scattering flowers on Ophelia’s coffin.


GERTRUDE

Sweets to the sweet, farewell.

I hoped thou shouldst have been my Hamlet’s wife.

I thought thy bride-bed to have decked, sweet maid,

And not have strewed thy grave.





Last scene. The fencing match between Hamlet and Laertes.


At the start of it, you’ve got to think that it’s going to be an evening where everything will be made better. There’s a rapprochement of sorts between Hamlet and Laertes and they agree to have a friendly duel, which will be the cabaret for the evening. That’s what it’s meant to be, isn’t it? Entertainment. A bit of fun. Only we know that Claudius has other ideas: he’s persuaded Laertes to lace the end of his fencing foil with poison, so that a tiny scratch will kill Hamlet. He’s also put poison in Hamlet’s drink – not taking any risks, is he?

When they’re duelling, I do find it strange that Gertrude calls Hamlet ‘fat and scant of breath’. What’s that about?



‘Fat’ could mean ‘sweaty’. But there’s also a theory that the line was inserted because the original actor, Richard Burbage, was still playing the part in his fifties when he was a little overweight.


Well, that would explain it.

Hamlet is winning the fencing match, and Gertrude takes a big swig of drink – the drink that was meant for Hamlet. Just in case anyone’s missed it, Claudius says to the audience: ‘It is the poisoned cup. It is too late.’ Claudius doesn’t come to her rescue when she swoons. He’s too busy saving his own skin. Her last line is:


GERTRUDE

No, no, the drink, the drink, O my dear Hamlet,

The drink, the drink! I am poisoned.



She’s trying to warn Hamlet about Claudius.



It’s a brilliant sequence, because the audience are watching the exchange of rapiers between Laertes and Hamlet, knowing that one has been tipped with poison. And they’re also keeping an eye on Gertrude who, having swallowed the drink, is a ticking time bomb.


It should all go very fast. In fact, the whole final third of the play should rattle along. Gertrude says earlier: ‘One woe doth tread upon another’s heel, / So fast they follow.’ Which is true. It’s all mounting up, hurtling towards chaos.



In an interview you gave in 1996, you said: ‘Gertrude doesn’t say anything at times when you would think she would do so … there are vital things left unsaid.’ What did you mean by that?


No idea, I must have been drunk, it’s rubbish. The problem I had with Gertrude was trying to emulate Coral Browne who left such an indelible impression on me when I played opposite her as Ophelia. Coral was very statuesque and beautiful. I tried to copy her years later when I played Gertrude, but it was like a slug trying to borrow from a butterfly. [Laughs.]



But I think you do make an interesting point in that interview about Gertrude’s silences – especially in the last third of the play. In the same interview, you went on to say that you found her much easier to play on the radio in 1992, opposite Kenneth Branagh: ‘You don’t have to make so many decisions about showing what isn’t said when you’re on radio.’


Which is true, of course. But there’s always a reason for a character’s silence. Gertrude is traumatised after the closet scene. She’s been forced to become more self-aware – she’s had a mirror held up to her – and needs to process this new knowledge about her husband.



Did you enjoy playing her?


Not as much as Ophelia. But that was for other reasons – it was my first job out of drama school.



Ian Charleson eventually took over the part of Hamlet from Daniel Day-Lewis.


Yes, he did. I wish I’d seen him, but I’d left the production by then. I must’ve been busy with another project. I believe he was wonderful. And of course he was all too aware that he was dying of AIDS, wasn’t he? To say those lines: ‘To be or not to be …’ God.



Anything else you remember about the production?


During the Great Storm of ’87 a beautiful oak tree came down near our house in Surrey. I asked a carpenter friend of ours, Ray Ashbee, if he could cut a chunk of it into little love hearts, and that’s what I gave to the company as presents on opening night.






Coriolanus

Volumnia

Tricky part, tricky play. I never quite got her right – not that you ever get any of Shakespeare’s characters ‘right’. Ken [Branagh] was Coriolanus and we played on that vast thrust stage in Chichester where you have to do a lot of lighthouse acting.

What do you mean by ‘lighthouse acting’?


The audience are on three sides, sitting in a sort of horseshoe, so you’ve got to be careful not to just play it ‘out front’ as you would in a proscenium arch theatre. You need to do that swivelly-roundy-heady acting to include the people at the sides.

We had a chorus of local amateur actors. It was thrilling, very operatic. So much of the play is about the tensions between the ruling few and the masses and having a large crowd of extras really helped tell that story.



Coriolanus was written at around the same time as Antony and Cleopatra, yet it’s not as popular. Why is that, do you think?


Well – the characters are perhaps not as sympathetic. There are very few soliloquies, which often help you connect with an audience. There’s not much poetry and very little self-reflection. It’s a play of action.



At the start of the play Coriolanus is not yet known as Coriolanus, he’s just plain old Caius Martius.


Yes. He only gets given the name Coriolanus after he wins the battle at Corioles. But let’s just refer to him as Coriolanus throughout, or I won’t know where the hell I am. It’s confusing enough having three women whose names begin with the letter V: Volumnia, mother of Coriolanus, Virgilia, his wife, and a friend of the family called Valeria.



Volumnia’s relationship with her son is at the centre of the play. Would you describe it as a toxic relationship?


Not necessarily toxic, but certainly complex. Before the audience meet Volumnia they hear that Coriolanus fights for his country ‘to please his mother’. That gives you a tiny clue into the public perception of them both – mother and son are bound to each other.



There’s a very specific stage direction for her first entrance. It says: ‘Enter Volumnia and Virgilia, mother and wife to Coriolanus: They set them down on two low stools and sew.’


As there wasn’t much stage scenery during Shakespeare’s time, the audience needed help with the location. Obviously the words would paint a picture, but there were also visual clues, which were called signifiers. For instance, a candle meant it was night time; wearing a hat indicated you were out of doors. Sitting and sewing would’ve told the audience that it was an indoor domestic scene.

On one occasion I made my first entrance as Volumnia, slipped and went flying. Nobody came to help. There was a long silence while I struggled to get up. Susannah Harker, who played my daughter-in-law, Virgilia, just carried on sewing downstage right. [Laughs.] She was surrounded by her waiting-women and none of them moved. Susannah probably thought: If I don’t look, I can pretend it hasn’t happened. Totally ignored me.

So, there was this enormous pause – her thread must’ve got shorter and shorter [laughs] – and I said, ‘I’m sorry, everybody, but I can’t get up.’ At which point, Ken Branagh ran on and helped me offstage. Luckily there was a doctor in the audience who rushed round to my dressing room. I’d sprained my ankle. There was a brief delay, and talk about cancelling the show, but I went back on with a stick. At the curtain call, Ken was meant to take the final bow, but he rushed on before me, took his bow, turned round to present me and I hobbled on. The audience went ‘Whoooooooaaaaaah.’ Tumultuous applause. And then he whispered, ‘Now get off the stage, you limping bitch.’ [Laughs.]



Have you ever been in a play where you haven’t fallen over?


Not that I can think of. It’s in my contract. When I fell over as Madame Ranevskaya in The Cherry Orchard, Ronnie [Ronald] Pickup dragged me off by the ankles. [Laughs.] It was very undignified.



Coriolanus is away at war, fighting against his arch-nemesis, Tullus Aufidius. Volumnia and her daughter-in-law, Virgilia, are awaiting news from the battlefield. This first scene sets up the difference between the two women.


Virgilia is anxious that her husband might return in a body bag, but her mother-in-law, Volumnia, gets a kick out of warfare, and can think of nothing ‘lovelier’ than seeing somebody covered in blood and wounds. A couple of slashes never hurt a chap. She imagines all the gory details of her son fighting: ‘He’ll beat Aufidius’ head below his knee, / And tread upon his neck.’ She’s a warmonger.

We learn about Coriolanus’ upbringing. He was obviously a bit of a stunner, turned a few heads, but his mother wanted him to ‘seek danger where he was like to find fame’. She says: ‘To a cruel war I sent him; from whence he returned, his brows bound with oak.’ It’s all about competing and winning and coming home with the laurels. You wouldn’t want her at the school sports day, would you? He probably always had to win the egg and spoon race. [Laughs.]

The first part of the scene is in prose, but when Volumnia imagines her son on the battlefield, mowing down all before him, she goes into verse, which takes it up a notch emotionally. Tim Supple, the director, wanted the pulse of a drum under that speech of Volumnia’s. It’s as if she’s there beside her son, in the centre of the conflict.



We also hear about Volumnia’s grandchild.


In our version, he actually appeared. I spent the scene helping him into his armour and having a sword fight with him, jabbing and stabbing and pushing him around the stage.

Volumnia adores her grandson who ‘had rather see the swords and hear a drum than look upon his schoolmaster’. He obviously prefers a good punch-up in the playground to studying. And she’s delighted to hear about him taking out his anger on a butterfly and ripping it to shreds. She couldn’t be more proud. Thank God he’s inherited his father’s fiery temperament.



There are several references in the play where Volumnia imagines herself to be married to Coriolanus. In her first scene, for instance, Volumnia has a line which begins: ‘If my son were my husband …’ Is there a sexual rivalry between mother and daughter-in-law?


Possibly, although I’m not sure how overt that is. Virgilia is certainly a rival for Coriolanus’s attentions, and Volumnia is very possessive of her son. But I like the muddiness of not knowing if it’s sexual. It ought to be suggested but not necessarily underlined. It’s there if you want to see it. The mother/son relationship is certainly unconventional, but then so is Coriolanus’s relationship with Tullus Aufidius. Those two men have a longstanding rivalry, a real loathing for each other, but their relationship is also tinged with homoeroticism.

What’s extraordinary about Volumnia’s first scene is that in just a hundred lines you get to understand the hierarchy and family dynamics within the household. The characters are so clearly delineated.



When a friend arrives and invites the two women out for the afternoon, Virgilia refuses to leave the house: she’s too anxious about her husband.


She’s a wimp. Volumnia insists they leave her behind – she’ll only ‘disease our better mirth’. And that’s when I took my grandson by the hand and led him away. Virgilia may be the child’s mother, but Grandma’s the boss. It’s all power play with Volumnia.

Volumnia and her daughter-in-law are poles apart in this first scene. But by the end of the play they will be united in grief.



Volumnia appears very single-minded and entrenched in her thinking. Is there a danger of her becoming a two-dimensional virago? A bit of high camp Grand Guignol?


You bet. That’s why you have to root her in reality – or at least the character’s reality. You have to ask: Why is she like this? Was she born that way? Does it come from her father, her upbringing? Yes, she can be possessive and overbearing and pitiless and icy and ruthless, but she can also be extremely vulnerable. She has many facets, which are gradually revealed throughout the play.

I do think it’s important, however, that she’s unwavering and confident in these early scenes, because it’s all the more interesting later when those very same beliefs are put to the test and her confidence fragments.



Volumnia is thrilled to hear the news of her son’s victory – and delighted that he’s suffered some cuts and bruises: ‘O, he is wounded; I thank the gods for ’t.’


What an extraordinary line. I think if her son returned with his head half off, she’d be cock-a-hoop. She salivates as they tally up his wounds. His twenty-seven scars are badges of honour. He’s exceeded all past victories.

Trumpets and cheers announce her son’s approach. Volumnia is exultant:


VOLUMNIA

… before him he carries noise, and behind him he leaves tears.

Death, that dark spirit, in ’s nervy arm doth lie,

Which being advanced, declines, and then men die.



She’s saying that when he raises his sword (‘advanced’) and brings it down hard (‘declines’) he annihilates everybody before him. She can’t get enough of it. All that bloodshed is meat and drink to her.



When Coriolanus finally arrives home with his army, he is showered with praise. But he’s embarrassed by all the fuss.


Hates it. He has no interest in the garlands, certificates and trophies. His mother, on the other hand, well … it’s what she lives for – the honorific titles and reflected glory.



Volumnia is now keen to see her son rewarded by being promoted to consul, which is one of the two annually elected chief magistrates who jointly ruled the Roman Republic.


Oh, the consulship is the big prize, because that would make him a powerful politician as well as a great warrior. But Coriolanus has no interest in being a ruling magistrate. He just wants to be left alone to fight on a battlefield.

Besides, gaining the consulship would involve abasing himself in front of the citizens. He’d need to appear in the marketplace, feign humility, and beg for their votes. It’s so undignified.

But Volumnia is insistent. I suspect she’s had his whole career mapped out, and being elected to consul is the jewel in the crown.



Coriolanus reluctantly agrees to his mother’s wishes, and heads for the Capitol. But he’s thrown off course by a few heckles, loses his temper, and the citizens withdraw their support for his promotion. What is Volumnia’s reaction when he fails to become consul?


Hugely disappointed, because she’s not used to failure. She insists he returns to the mob and begs forgiveness for his behaviour. She tries to persuade him by massaging his ego and using the word ‘prithee’ a lot, but he refuses to go: ‘Would you have me false to my nature?’ She tells him that he mustn’t let his heart rule his head. He needs to work the situation to his advantage. He’s proved himself a soldier, now he needs to prove himself a politician.


VOLUMNIA

I have a heart as little apt as yours,

But yet a brain that leads my use of anger

To better vantage.



If ever you needed to learn the art of political chicanery, then Volumnia is the expert. She understands the power of a visual gesture. She wants her son to go cap in hand, do a lot of bowing, and kneel down in front of the people. ‘Action is eloquence,’ she says, ‘and the eyes of th’ ignorant / More learned than the ears.’

Like her son, she has real disdain for the masses – ‘woollen vassals’ and ‘louts’ she calls them – but, unlike her son, she knows how to play the game. He needs to tell a few porkies, butter them up, give them what they want – show them his scars, look penitent – and then once they vote for him and hand him the reins of power he can stick it to them.


VOLUMNIA

I prithee now, sweet son, as thou hast said

My praises made thee first a soldier, so,

To have my praise for this, perform a part

Thou hast not done before.





You were so matter of fact when you said that then. So calm. It was terrifying.


Well, she knows how to press her son’s buttons. She’s been moulding him since he was young. Quite a hard taskmaster, I imagine. A lot of stick and very little carrot. But I do remember giving him a big kiss when he agreed to speak to the people again.



Then Coriolanus has second thoughts.


Yes. He works himself up into a state and the cold reality of what he has to do – fawn to the mob, to the people whom he loathes – becomes unbearable.

Volumnia has had enough. She’s not going to beg him. She’s furious – although I think it’s a controlled, calculating anger:


VOLUMNIA

Do as thou list.

Thy valiantness was mine, thou suck’st it from me,

But owe thy pride thyself.



It’s fascinating to see how she manipulates him.

He immediately relents: ‘Mother, I am going to the market place. / Chide me no more.’ He’s embarrassed. This great warrior, under his mother’s thumb. She’s humiliated him and he becomes a submissive child again.

Even though he agrees to yield to his mother’s wishes, I feel there’s a touch of mockery in his reply. When he asks for ‘some harlot’s spirit’ to see him through, I think that’s a little dig at her. He does obey her, albeit begrudgingly. But she doesn’t care any more, she’s off – he can do what the hell he wants. It’s a very dysfunctional relationship. Stroppy teenager, indomitable mother, and all played out in public.
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Is she aware of her own shortcomings as a parent?


If she isn’t, she ought to be. Coriolanus could lay a lot at her door. But I don’t think she’s reflective like that – she’s so driven, there’s little time to think over details such as whether or not she’s doing a good job as a parent, it’s just on with the task at hand.



Coriolanus makes a second attempt to ingratiate himself with the masses, but once again is provoked into losing his temper. This time, however, he is so vitriolic in his haranguing attack on the citizens that they banish him from Rome.


They do, and Volumnia’s world falls apart. And then it’s the scene outside the city gates where he says goodbye to his family.

I remember I held on to him but he shook me away. Volumnia tries to be stoic, control her tears, but she’s in pieces. You don’t expect that from her, do you? She seems so invincible. Heartbreaking for any mother to say goodbye, but particularly hard for a woman who’s lived most of her life through her only child.

After he leaves, she lambasts the officials who banished him. She calls their behaviour ‘foxship’ – great word – it means ‘sly’, ‘underhand’. Her son protected Rome and now they’ve turfed him out.

A friend of Volumnia’s invites her to supper, but she turns him down:


VOLUMNIA

Anger’s my meat; I sup upon myself,

And so shall starve with feeding.



I love that line.



I can’t think of anybody else like her in the whole of Shakespeare. She’s so unorthodox.


Perhaps there are elements of Margaret from Henry VI, and those naughty sisters in Lear. But to compare her with others is to diminish her uniqueness – she’s her own person.

The powers that be dismiss her as mad, which is such an easy accusation to make. Of course she’s mad – she’s just lost her son – but she’s mad with rage. To call her insane – in the same way that women used to be called hysterical – is too easy, too reductive. The truth is, she gets punished for speaking her mind. A man would be able to voice his opinion, but a woman isn’t – at least not without being accused of insanity. It’s because the men are in charge: the men can go to war; the men make all the decisions – it’s a patriarchal world. Volumnia is bright, passionate, strategic in her thinking, and probably would’ve made a brilliant politician, but the times don’t permit it. She’s not allowed to excel. And now her ambitions for her son have been thwarted, where does she put all that energy?



Cast out into the wilderness, Coriolanus forms an alliance with his arch enemy Tullus Aufidius. They decide to attack Rome. Various emissaries are dispatched to placate Coriolanus but he refuses to back down. In a last-ditch attempt to prevent war, Volumnia, Virgilia and Coriolanus’s young son are sent to appease him.


Volumnia is caught between a rock and a hard place. All she’s ever wanted is to see her son triumph on the battlefield, but not if it means the obliteration of her family and her home city.

It’s very debasing for Volumnia to have to do this. She’s never had to plead to anyone, let alone to her own son, but this is her city’s last chance for peace. I remember, in this scene, we were dressed in mourning, which helped express the suffering that Rome was undergoing.

Coriolanus describes his family’s arrival. It has the quality of a voice-over. He observes their approach from a distance – his wife, Virgilia, entering first, followed by his mother holding his child’s hand. It’s a beautiful passage. It allows the audience to see this little caravan of people from his point of view. His first line to his wife is: ‘These eyes are not the same I wore in Rome.’ You’d have a bit of a fright hearing that – it means he’s changed. Things aren’t quite the same as they were.

And then Coriolanus kneels to his mother.


VOLUMNIA

O, stand up blest!

Whilst, with no softer cushion than the flint,

I kneel before thee; and unproperly

Show duty, as mistaken all this while

Between the child and parent.



Deeply ironic and sarcastic, all that. A mother kneeling to her son reverses the protocol. It’s such a shocking moment, but she’s making a point. I can’t imagine what I did on the night I fell and had to do it with a stick. I can’t have knelt.



What were you doing during his reply?


Struggling to stand up again, probably. And then thinking, I’d better do a bit of lighthouse acting – they haven’t seen my face for a bit over that side. [Laughs.]



You’ve just said that you were ‘dressed in mourning’, and yet Volumnia’s lines would suggest that you ought to be in rags:



VOLUMNIA

… our raiment

And state of bodies would bewray what life

We have led since thy exile …



Yes, well, looking emaciated and wearing rags is one way of telling the story. But another way is to show them in mourning for Rome. I think seeing a group of women and a small child all dressed in their black finery walk across a battlefield is rather a strong image. Very Fellini-esque.

And ‘bewray’ could mean ‘betray’. She’s saying just because we’re in nice black dresses, don’t think for a minute that everything’s hunky-dory back in Rome. People are starving and suffering. We’ve got ourselves dressed up for this meeting.



Coriolanus refuses to dismiss his army and back down. He’s determined to destroy Rome. He is, however, prepared to hear his mother’s argument. We now get two extraordinary speeches from Volumnia.


Yes. She and Coriolanus are like two great chess players slugging it out. Mother and son – grandmaster and prized pupil – meeting as adversaries in front of their former enemy.

Ken Branagh sat on a throne downstage centre, so I could play to the entire house.

It’s a wonderful piece of oratory. Volumnia appeals to him as a son, a husband and a father. She says that there can only be one of two outcomes if he attacks Rome: if he wins, he annihilates his family; if he loses, he dies. Making peace is the only option, and if she can’t persuade him to do that, then she’ll kill herself.

It’s all too much for Coriolanus, who gets up to leave. And I think that’s a really shocking moment for Volumnia as I suspect it’s the first time he’s ever defied her.

She takes it up a notch in the next speech. There’s an undercurrent of suppressed rage as she tries to regain her authority – authority over the situation and her son. She’s not asking him to pick sides, but to build bridges between the warring factions, and then he’ll be hailed as a peace-maker. But if he insists on war it’ll leave his reputation in tatters. Slaughtering his own people won’t be good for his CV.

She tries to make him feel guilty – after everything she’s done for him: ‘There’s no man in the world / More bound to ’s mother’ – and claims he’s never shown her any courtesy (not true, of course, but she’ll throw anything at him now). She’s trying to shame him into submission, she’s desperate:


VOLUMNIA

So, we will home to Rome

And die among our neighbours …

   .     .     .     .

I am hushed until our city be afire,

And then I’ll speak a little.



He turns away, refuses to say anything, and remains wilfully stubborn, which is of course a trait he’s inherited from her. She’s brought him up to be a fighter, a man who must never give in. Only when she persuades Virgilia and the little boy to join her on their knees does Coriolanus finally yield: ‘O mother, mother / What have you done?’ That’s when Ken would take me by the hand.


CORIOLANUS

You have won a happy victory to Rome.

But for your son – believe it, O believe it –

Most dangerously you have with him prevailed,

If not most mortal to him.



It gives you a chill, because in winning peace for Rome, she’s sealed her son’s fate, and he can now foresee his own demise. Volumnia is suddenly aware that she’s signed his death warrant.



In the final scene, Volumnia is given a triumphant welcome on her return to Rome.


She’s saved the city. ‘Behold our patroness, the life of Rome,’ the citizens of Rome call to her. I had to walk across the stage, very solemn. It’s meant to be a lap of honour, but it’s a hollow victory. There’s nothing left for her. She’s defeated her own son, and in destroying him, she’s destroyed herself.

It’s not too long before Tullus Aufidius turns on Coriolanus. Accusing him of treason for not attacking Rome, he has him murdered. And there’s that grisly stage direction: ‘Aufidius stands on him.’
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Have you ever seen the play?


No. But apparently when Edith Evans was asked the key to playing Volumnia, she said, ‘I just face front and think dirty.’ That can’t be true, surely – she was a Christian Scientist.



As we’ve been chatting, I’ve been looking through your own copy of Coriolanus. It’s the Arden edition, which you obviously used in rehearsal because it’s full of your doodles and markings.


Oh God, what have you found?



Nothing salacious, I promise you, but you made a note in the margin which doesn’t illuminate the play in any way, but does reveal the workings of your mind. I’m sure people will be keen to know the thought processes of a great Shakespearean actress in the rehearsal room.


Now I’m nervous.



The word ‘pebbles’ is mentioned in the play, and the Arden editor notes that the common spelling in Shakespeare’s time was ‘pibbles’. You’ve underlined the word ‘pibbles’ in the footnotes and written: ‘Name of Coriolanus’s dog.’


[Laughs.]






Fireside Ramblings


When I was at the Old Vic, I had a number of walk-ons and understudy roles – one of which was in Henry VIII with Sir John Gielgud, Harry Andrews and Dame Edith Evans. That was the production when they famously all dried on the first night. All of them – John, Harry and Edith – in that long scene between Wolsey, Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon. It must be written up somewhere because it was a horrific moment.



What happened?


Nothing happened! That was the problem. [Laughs.] There was just a great long pause where nobody spoke.



Were you onstage when it occurred?


No, I was only in one scene with Dame Edith, later on in the play. I would sit on the ground sewing a tapestry with all the other ladies-in-waiting, dressed in some little Elizabethan number. One night when we were performing in Paris, the backstage crew set Dame Edith’s chair in the wrong place, and during the blackout she missed it and fell over. When the lights came up, she looked like a beetle: lying on her back, legs and arms flailing. [Laughs.] She kept calling out, ‘Fermez les lumières,’ begging them to turn off the lights. I shouldn’t laugh. None of us helped her – we just went on sewing. Maybe that’s why, many years later, nobody helped me when I fell over as Volumnia – divine retribution. Those buggers in Chichester also carried on sewing.

In another play – Henry VI, Part Two – I was a spirit in a leotard that came out of the fire and then went home; I didn’t even take the curtain call. I was conjured up by Maggie Courtenay and had to say ‘Adsum, asmath.’ I never even knew what the play was about.

The production coincided with the Asian Flu pandemic – it was rife, and all the boys – God knows why it just seemed to affect the boys – but they were dropping like flies. I was asked to be a rebel in a very depleted army. We were meant to be a great, big unruly mob, but in the end there were just four girls remaining. The rebel leader shouted: ‘Now go some and pull down the Savoy,’ and it was left to me to run offstage with a huge long pole with a pointy bit and a pennant on the end. It got a belter. They took the pole away from me after that. [Laughs.]



Are there any Shakespeare roles that you’ve longed to play? What about Katherine from The Taming of the Shrew?


I did play her – when I was a student in my second year at Central School of Speech and Drama. We all piled into a big van and drove off to perform the show in Bedford.

But there are a few Shakespeare plays that I just don’t know – Love’s Labour’s Lost, Two Gentlemen of Verona, King John. And nor do I know The Rape of Lucrece. But I do love the Sonnets. I tried to learn one a day during lockdown; I didn’t get very far.



Which is your favourite?


Sonnet 29: ‘When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes’, but that’s only because it’s the one I’ve learnt most recently. It was also John Gielgud’s favourite. In 2022, a stone was laid for him in Poets’ Corner at Westminster Abbey, and I recited it as part of the ceremony.

But there are some sonnets I’d simply rather not commit to memory – such as Sonnet 60: ‘Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore, / So do our minutes hasten to their end’. It’s too full of existential despair. I kept thinking of it during lockdown – the wasted days, wasted friends, the relentless futility of it all.



The director John Barton was very keen on the Sonnets, wasn’t he?


They were a cornerstone of his teaching. It’s because they’re so brilliantly compact: you get an entire story in fourteen lines with a beginning, middle and end; and they give you a complete intellectual workout. John could recite all 154. When he moved into Hillborough, which is a manor house on the outskirts of Stratford, he and his wife, Anne, thought the place was haunted. He once spent a whole night sitting in the corner of a room, reciting all the Sonnets to appease the ghosts.



Do you believe in ghosts?


I’ve seen one. At Michael Dennison’s memorial service at the Haymarket Theatre. It was eleven o’clock in the morning and I was going down to the stalls when a man materialised in front of me, running down the steps in a black tail suit. I mean, as clearly as you are there. I had no idea who he was or where he’d come from.

Ralph [Richardson] also saw a ghost in that theatre. Passed him on the landing on his way to the stage. And why ever not? Good gracious, I am sure there are people about. Especially in theatres. Because where does it go – all that energy that goes into putting on plays, all the echoes of what’s gone on?



What are the most memorable Shakespeare performances you’ve seen?


That’s hard. When I sat in the gods at the Old Vic to see Richard Burton play Henry V and John Neville as the Chorus. Unforgettable. And I remember Michael Redgrave as Lear, John [Gielgud] as Prospero, Ralph Richardson as Timon – he was so eccentric. But it’s moments rather than whole performances, like Peggy [Ashcroft] walking across the stage as Cleopatra with great peacock feathers in her headdress. That was a long time ago: 1953. Oh, all my yesterdays.

And then more recently, I remember Keeley Hawes and Sophie Okonedo being spectacularly good when we were filming Richard III – I mean, really terrific – as was Ben Cumberbatch. I loved working with them.



Do you think Shakespeare works on film?


Not as well as it does in the theatre, but there are good adaptations. I thought Ken [Branagh]’s Henry V was wonderful. And I remember seeing Larry [Laurence Olivier]’s Henry V at a cinema in Plymouth during the war, when I was about eight or nine. And later, his Hamlet, where he was sitting on a cliff, with Jean Simmons as Ophelia.



Did you ever work with Laurence Olivier or Ralph Richardson?


Never Larry, and only once with Ralph. I played Ophelia opposite him on the radio. During the nunnery scene, he tore the sleeve out of my summer dress. He was so apologetic.

I remember, after the recording, I ran to meet Vanessa Redgrave in Trafalgar Square. It was 1961 and we were demonstrating with Canon Collins and Bertrand Russell for ‘Ban the Bomb’. It was a very peaceful rally, but then the police arrived and herded us up, and a few officers grabbed hold of Vanessa and tried to throw her in the back of a van. She said, ‘You can’t arrest me, I’ve got a matinee,’ so they let her go!



And what about Paul Schofield – did you work with him?


Again, only once – on the radio in Titus Andronicus. I played Lavinia, who has her tongue pulled out and her hands chopped off. All I remember is I had a broom handle under my arm and I was told to keep tapping and scratching on the ground to create the sound of her trying to communicate, which made Paul Schofield laugh a lot.

My husband Mikey worked with Paul Schofield more extensively. They were in New York together in Peter Brook’s King Lear. After the show one night, Mikey and (I think) Freddie Jones were in a bar, both feeling despondent because they didn’t think the performance had gone particularly well. They were hunched over their drinks, drowning their sorrows, when they felt somebody approach from behind, stand between them and put a hand on each of their shoulders. Then they heard an American voice say: ‘Bartender, give these two Shakespearean cats a drink.’ They looked up and it was Frank Sinatra.






As You Like it

Phebe

Phebe is an arse-paralysing part. She and Silvius arrive so late in the play that the audience are reaching for their hat and coat, ready to catch the bus home.

You played her at the Old Vic in 1959, with Wendy Toye as the director. It must have been quite rare to have a female theatre director in the fifties.


Far too rare. There was Margaret Webster, who was American and directed me as Juliet in Measure for Measure. Tough cookie, very controlling and rather po-faced – maybe that’s because she broke her leg before rehearsals and spent most of her time in plaster. But she was a celebrated director. She had a huge success with Paul Robeson as Othello, which still holds the record for being the longest-running Shakespeare play on Broadway.

Wendy, on the other hand, was full of fun. She, too, was very exacting, but she did everything with enormous good humour. She was a lifelong friend, although, sadly, As You Like It was the only production we did together.



Silvius, a young shepherd, is hopelessly in love with a shepherdess called Phebe. Unfortunately for him, it’s not reciprocated.


Everybody is tormented one way or another in this play. And now here come Phebe and Silvius to add to this great mess of love that’s swirling around in the forest of Arden.



In their first scene together, Silvius is once again pursuing Phebe.


It’s all he does – constantly. He’s really irritating her. She’s trying to give him the brush-off because she doesn’t want to hurt him: ‘I fly thee, for I would not injure thee.’

Silvius thinks she’s more cruel than ‘the common executioner’, and accuses her of throwing him murderous looks, which is ridiculous, because how can ‘eyes, that are the frailest and softest things,’ she says, ‘be called tyrants, butchers, murderers?’ She’s very good at arguing her case. If eyes really can wound she’d be able to kill him with a stare. And to demonstrate, she throws him a few nasty frowns, daring him to drop down dead. But he’s still standing so point proven: he’s just being over the top.



Is there a touch of the sadist about Phebe? Any joy in the pain she’s causing him?


I’m sure that’s a way of playing it, but no, I’ve never seen her as a sadist. She just needs a break from him. He’s driving her mad, always there, following her – it’s wearing her down.



There’s a line in Troilus and Cressida: ‘Men prize the thing ungained more than it is.’


That’s exactly what’s going on. He’s too needy, too available – it’s not attractive to her.

Silvius hopes that Phebe never has to experience the heartache of unrequited love. But she doesn’t give two hoots what he thinks. She just wants him to bugger off and leave her alone.



At which point Rosalind emerges from the bushes, disguised as a boy called Ganymede.



ROSALIND

And why, I pray you? Who might be your mother,

That you insult, exult, and all at once,

Over the wretched?



Cheeky, isn’t she, Rosalind? Bloody cheeky to say that to somebody who she’s never met. I know she’s been banished from the court and forced to live in the woods dressed as a chap, but still … So interfering.



What were you wearing as Phebe?


Not sure. I know I had a blonde ponytail.



That doesn’t make any sense. Rosalind is about to launch a full-scale character assassination of Phebe, criticising, amongst other things, her ‘inky brows’ and ‘black silk hair’.


Maybe Rosalind is being sarcastic – not everything has to be taken so literally. She also mentions Phebe’s ‘bugle eyeballs’, which I assume is an exaggeration – unless Phebe has a thyroid problem. You can see this part is putting me in a bate.

Rosalind doesn’t half weigh in, though, does she? She’s lacerating, telling Phebe that she’s no great beauty, accusing her of being ‘proud and pitiless’. I love it when she says to Phebe: ‘Sell when you can, you are not for all markets.’ That level of attack would crush a lesser person, but of course it has the opposite effect on Phebe, who immediately falls in love with this chap called ‘Ganymede’. That’s more of the sort of man she wants – someone who challenges her, somebody to reckon with.


PHEBE

Sweet youth, I pray you, chide a year together:

I had rather hear you chide than this man woo.





After Rosalind’s exit, Phebe is left reeling, completely smitten. Why is she so taken with Rosalind?


Why do any of us fall in love? It’s incomprehensible. Maybe what Phebe’s looking for is … well, anybody who isn’t Silvius. She wants a much more assertive person. And there are slim pickings in the forest of Arden. Perhaps she also likes people being rude to her. There’s no accounting for people’s tastes.



Phebe is left alone with Silvius, but her mind is elsewhere.


She’s in a reverie, thinking of Ganymede.


SILVIUS

Sweet Phebe.

PHEBE

Ha, what say’st thou, Silvius?





That’s the first time we hear her say his name.


Phebe is now a lot kinder to Silvius – but that’s because she wants something. She is desperate to find out more about Ganymede, but insists: ‘Think not I love him though I ask for him.’ There then follows a great long speech where she criticises Ganymede – although the more she lists his faults, the more she reveals her feelings:


PHEBE

’Tis but a peevish boy; yet he talks well;

But what care I for words? Yet words do well

When he that speaks them pleases those that hear.



It’s so transparent. She’s absolutely bowled over by Ganymede, can’t stop talking about him. She needs to remember every single bit of him, and divvies him up into ‘parcels’, taking note of his height, looks, complexion, and especially his mouth:


PHEBE

There was a pretty redness in his lip,

A little riper and more lusty red

Than that mixed in his cheek; ’twas just the difference

Between the constant red and mingled damask.



There’s so much detailed observation – it’s slightly obsessive and frightfully funny.

She has so many switches of thought – often two in one line: ‘He’s not very tall; yet for his years he’s tall.’ Each thought needs to be crystal clear, and the volte-faces have to be quick. It should go at a real lick, this speech, to match the racing of her heart.

I love it when she says ‘omittance is no quittance’. Sounds very legalese. Or maybe it’s a family saying. It means that just because Phebe didn’t immediately respond to Ganymede’s attack, doesn’t mean she’s no longer entitled to a reply. She decides to write him ‘a very taunting letter’ and asks Silvius to be the postman.

It’s quite something that Phebe can read and write, isn’t it? Too easy to see her as a simple shepherdess, but she’s had an education, and she’s good with language – we’ve already heard her use the words ‘covetousness’ and ‘irksome’.



Silvius delivers the letter to Ganymede with no idea what’s been written. But he tells Ganymede:



SILVIUS

By the stern brow and waspish action

Which she did use as she was writing it,

It bears an angry tenor.



But Phebe’s letter to Ganymede turns out to be anything but angry – it’s full of declarations of love. Poor old Silvius, he’s been run a merry dance.



When Phebe finds out that the contents of her letter have been revealed to Silvius, she goes on the warpath and confronts Ganymede:



PHEBE

Youth, you have done me much ungentleness,

To show the letter that I writ to you.



But Rosalind [Ganymede] doesn’t care, because she has her own problems to deal with. An unhappy young man called Orlando is in love with her, but she’s unable to return the compliment because she’s disguised as a man. It’s a beautiful scene, this – a little quartet of unreciprocated love between Phebe and Silvius, and Rosalind and Orlando – it’s like something out of Così fan tutte.

Rosalind promises to resolve everybody’s difficulties, reassuring Phebe: ‘I will marry you, if ever I marry woman, and I’ll be married tomorrow.’



In the final scene, Rosalind makes her big entrance – no longer disguised as Ganymede but as herself: a woman.


Yes – and in a wedding dress. Phebe is devastated:


PHEBE

If sight and shape be true,

Why then my love adieu.



She turns to Silvius and accepts him:





PHEBE

I will not eat my word, now thou art mine;

Thy faith my fancy to thee doth combine.



It’s interesting that she doesn’t say, ‘I am yours,’ isn’t it? She says: ‘Thou art mine.’ It certainly follows a pattern of the kind of person she is. Domineering and wilful to the end. She’s not going to be subservient and give herself over to a man.



Do you ever wish you had played Rosalind?


No, I couldn’t have – not tall enough. Rosalind has that line: ‘Because that I am more than common tall.’ Cressida – yes, now you’re talking, I wish I’d played her, but never Rosalind.

If I’m honest, I don’t much like the play. It all seems so silly, all that running about in the woods. I wouldn’t rush to see it. And yet audiences love it.

Barbara Jefford played Rosalind in our production. I remember she wore a beautiful dress in the opening court scene. When she arrived in the forest disguised as a chap, it was clear that she’d utilised the same dress and turned it into trousers. And then, even later in the play, whittled it down to a scarf. I thought that was so witty – it not only indicated the passage of time, but showed Rosalind making the best of everything.



I’ve always imagined Miss Piggy playing Phebe.


Oh, she’d be marvellous. Now, I’d go and see the play if she were in it – for sure.



[image: ]



Measure for Measure

Isabella

I’ve been in Measure for Measure three times, so I may get a little muddled. The play poses many conundrums. And you have to negotiate that huge Becher’s Brook at the end, when all those reveals and surprises come at once. It’s not easy.

I first did the play at the Vic in ’57, where I played Juliet, the heavily pregnant fiancée of Claudio. She doesn’t get much of a look-in. I also understudied Barbara Jefford who was Isabella in that production. I expect I copied her when I came to play it many years later – first at the RSC, and then at the Nottingham Playhouse.

Isabella possesses a strong moral centre and is guided by her religious faith. Is it hard to play ‘good’?


You mustn’t think about playing ‘good’. That has to be left to how the audience and the other characters perceive you. And also, it doesn’t convey the same thing to everybody. What is ‘good’ for you may not be necessarily accepted as ‘good’ by somebody else. You just have to play the conviction of the character.

And besides, Isabella isn’t a two-dimensional goody two shoes – she’s got too much spirit about her. She’s a strong girl, complex, dedicated to her faith and fighting for justice in an unjust world.

When I played her at the RSC, I wore a beautiful bluey-grey dress, rather low-cut, with a great big cross around my neck.



Yes, I’ve seen that photo – quite racy for a nun. A bit Carry On Up the Convent.


Well, I’m sorry but that’s how it was. I’m glad you weren’t writing the review for it. I thought it was a rather good get-up. Although I remember Tom Fleming teasing me about it too. He played the Duke. And he was able to speak the opening lines of the play with perfect diction whilst holding two Marie biscuits in his mouth.



What are your thoughts on that? Unprofessional? Childish?


Very difficult to do. You try it.



In her first scene, Isabella has arrived at the convent of the Sisters of St Clare. She’s not yet a nun.


No – she’s a novice. That’s why she’s allowed to wear a dress with a low front. [Laughs.] And her opening line is: ‘And have you nuns no farther privileges?’ She wishes for ‘a more strict restraint / Upon the sisterhood,’ which is such an extraordinary thing for a young girl to say. Immediately immerses you in her character and makes you question her past. She’s clearly a very serious-minded person. To want to become a nun means she’s decided that she doesn’t want marriage or children, and needs to cut herself off from the world and devote herself to God. But you have to ask why does she want it to be ‘more strict’? Obviously it’s fear – a terrible fear of men.



Really?


Why not? She’s a very innocent person. Her brother Claudio says:


CLAUDIO

… in her youth

There is a prone and speechless dialect,

Such as move men.



Perhaps she’s had to endure a lot of unwanted attention, and the idea of sex terrifies her. Or maybe it’s a fear of life.

Or it could be that she’s on a moral crusade and has locked herself away in order to pray for the sins of society. We know that Vienna, where the play is set, has become morally lax. Chaos reigns, and the laws don’t seem to be having any effect in curtailing people’s excesses.

Whatever it is, the actor needs to decide why Isabella wants an already strict sisterhood to be even more stringent.



Her brother’s friend, Lucio, arrives at the convent with alarming news. The Duke of Vienna has disappeared and been replaced by the punctilious Angelo. Angelo is keen to clean up the depravity in Vienna and – to set an example – he has decided to execute Isabella’s brother, Claudio, for getting his fiancée pregnant. Lucio wants Isabella to speak to Angelo and fight to save Claudio’s life.


I wonder what her and her brother’s upbringing was like. You need to decide on a backstory to help shape your reactions. Perhaps they had a tricky relationship growing up, quite a bumpy ride, with Claudio being a bit of a libertine.



And what is Isabella’s opinion of her brother’s louche friend, Lucio?


She offers no comment. She obviously believes Lucio. But at this point her focus is on her brother Claudio.

Ian Richardson captured Lucio’s rakishness wonderfully at the RSC. And in the Nottingham production, Teddy [Edward] Woodward played him in a mac and dark glasses.

After Teddy Woodward left the company, Jimmy Thompson took over the role and had difficulty learning the lines. I remember there was a point – oh God! – when Jimmy was meant to say:


LUCIO

Go to Lord Angelo,

And let him learn to know, when maidens sue,

Men give like gods.



But instead we got: ‘Go to Lord Angelo, and … tell him when maidens kneel down they can have anything they want. Fancy a cigarette?’ [Laughs.] It was always touch and go whether he could get any of the lines out. I wonder what the audience made of it all.



Isabella doesn’t believe she has the power to argue her brother’s case. Lucio has to persuade her to leave the convent and go and try. Would you say it becomes a fish-out-of-water story?


No, I wouldn’t. You can say that about every scene in Shakespeare – characters are always finding themselves in situations they don’t expect to be caught up in.

Isabella finally agrees to visit Angelo: ‘a man whose blood / Is very snow-broth’. You know everything you need to know about Angelo from that description. And that’s exactly what he’s like when she goes to see him. She’s prepared a speech, but he cuts across her: ‘Well, what’s your suit?’ No niceties. He’s very brusque. Isabella acknowledges that Claudio has transgressed, and that she, too, despises and disapproves of his behaviour, but she’s come to plead for him – against her will – because he’s her brother, whom she loves. Angelo dismisses her: Don’t come to me with your hard-luck stories.



She doesn’t put up much of a fight, does she? After that first rebuff, she’s off.


Yes she is. ‘O just but severe law,’ she says, ‘I had a brother then.’ It’s a harsh decision, but she accepts it because she believes in the rule of law and, as you’d expect from a would-be nun, is opposed to fornication. By quickly heading for the door she’s revealing an unquestioning respect for authority.

You have to keep reminding yourself that this is a young girl. She’s standing there at the heart of the seat of government, before this great authority figure, among people she doesn’t know. It must be like going in to see Putin.

Angelo is intransigent. There’s no hope. He shuts the book, turns away and she accepts that.



I find it very hard to be on her side when she gives up so easily.


Well, maybe you shouldn’t be. Maybe you should be on Angelo’s side. It’s not an actor’s job to make a character likeable, but to make them understandable. If you’re only interested in being liked, there are all sorts of parts you’ll never play.



Why is Lucio there?


Because he’s her brother’s friend, and somebody needs to accompany her. And also Lucio is needed to urge her to return and put up more of a fight – ‘entreat him,’ he says, ‘kneel down before him, hang upon his gown.’

It’s good that Shakespeare has her trying to leave, because then when she turns back to challenge Angelo it’s a renewed fight, which is stronger.

The second time, Isabella plays the ‘mercy’ card. She wants Angelo to know that however much he might uphold the law – were he a judge, were he a king, nothing is greater than having the quality of mercy. Very Portia, all that. And then she goes on the attack:


ISABELLA

If he had been as you and you as he,

You would have slipped like him; but he, like you

Would not have been so stern.



Rather daring, I’d say, but she’s up against it, she’s desperate, this is her last chance, and she’s compelled to become more forthright.



To which Angelo replies that ‘he must die tomorrow.’


God, I remember that. She wasn’t expecting it to be so soon, was she? It’s a real punch to the stomach. ‘Spare him, spare him. / He’s not prepared for death.’ He’s just a young boy, he’s not thinking about dying, he’s not had his life yet. But Angelo is unwavering: ‘Be satisfied / Your brother dies tomorrow. Be content.’



She says:



ISABELLA

O, it is excellent

To have a giant’s strength; but it is tyrannous

To use it like a giant.



Oh, isn’t it fantastic? Suddenly she is discovering something extraordinary about herself – an enormous power:to be able to take on authority and hold her own in an argument. She has found her voice, and like a good lawyer is articulating a clear line of attack. She also draws on her faith by referencing God:


ISABELLA
 
How would you be,

If He, which is the top of judgement, should

But judge you as you are?



It depends what kind of girl you want to make her, but if, as I’ve always believed, she’s very, very young, then what she says here is even more remarkable. She now sees herself on a par with Angelo. Her brother does say of her:


CLAUDIO

… she hath prosperous art

When she will play with reason and discourse,

And well she can persuade.



But I imagine even Isabella never thought she was capable of this – she’s unstoppable, on full throttle. She’s trying to peel back the layers and reach the actual man himself, the man who gets up in the morning and puts his clothes on, the man behind the bureaucrat.


ISABELLA

Go to your bosom;

Knock there, and ask your heart what it doth know

That’s like my brother’s fault.



And with that, a tiny little door opens because he says: ‘I will bethink me: come again tomorrow.’ Suddenly there’s a glimmer. By inviting her to return, at least her brother’s death will be postponed, and Angelo might even reconsider his decision.



It is sometimes said that Isabella and Angelo are different sides of the same coin.


Why? Course they’re not. Who said that? It’s ridiculous.



The name Angelo means ‘messenger of God’, and Isabella means ‘devoted to God’. They’re both zealot-like in their thinking, they believe strongly in the rule of law, they both appear to have the same moral values, they’re well matched intellectually – certainly if this scene is anything to go by.


That may be, but saying that they ‘are different sides of the same coin’ isn’t helpful to an actor. How do you play that? How does that help you in the scene?



Well, it doesn’t really.


It doesn’t at all.



I suppose I’m thinking of themes and mirroring, and if I was writing an essay—


Which you’re not, you’re acting, trying to bring a part to life. You can’t act a theme.



Point taken. The next day, Isabella returns to see Angelo. In either of your productions, had he combed his hair, dabbed himself in fragrance? Did you notice any change in him?


No, but his eyebrows were quite something. I’m referring to Marius Goring, who played Angelo at the RSC. Somebody made the mistake of telling me to check out his eyebrows. Well – I wish I hadn’t, because Marius didn’t seem to have any hair there at all. Instead of painting a line, he just had these five khaki dots. A very comic eyebrow effect.

I should never have mentioned it to Tom Fleming because later, when we both came to play a scene with Marius, I saw Tom shoot a look at his eyebrows and we were away with the giggles. Marius also sported very red lipstick – it was most peculiar. I suppose it worked for the character, made Angelo more removed and curious, somehow.



At the second meeting, no sooner has Isabella walked through the door but Angelo says: ‘Your brother cannot live.’


I mean … She’s been up all night on her knees, praying that her brother’s going to be reprieved, and that’s the remark she’s greeted with. There’s clearly no room left for argument, so she turns to go, and Angelo says:


ANGELO

Yet may he live awhile; and it may be

As long as you or I, yet he must die.



Well, that’s a riddle and a half. In fact, Angelo’s full of riddles. Isabella must be thinking: What the fuck is he on about? or however a nun would think that thought. [Laughs.]

And then Angelo gives her a choice. Would you rather your brother died …


ANGELO

… or to redeem him

Give up your body to such sweet uncleanness

As she that he hath stained?



Angelo’s straight in with it. It’s because he’s had a terrible night – up all night wanking probably (don’t put that in the book, say ‘having dirty thoughts and interfering with himself’).

Isabella only cottons on to what he’s implying when he says that ‘either / You must lay down the treasures of your body’ or ‘let your brother suffer’. And even then he’s talking in the abstract, he’s not specifically referring to himself and Isabella. But she’s pretty clear in her response:


ISABELLA

Better it were a brother died at once

Than that a sister, by redeeming him,

Should die for ever.



If she were to have sex, it would damn her soul for eternity. Her faith is everything.

Then Angelo lays it on the line: ‘Plainly conceive, I love you.’ No more prevaricating, he’s finally put it out there fair and square. What a hypocrite. If the law-makers are law-breakers, what hope is there for civilisation and democracy? Sound familiar?

I remember Marius would get a bit asthmatic at this point in the scene. [Laughs.] And in Nottingham, Alan Howard used to leap across the desk.



Isabella threatens Angelo:



ISABELLA

Sign me a present pardon for my brother,

Or with an outstretched throat I’ll tell the world aloud

What man thou art.



And then that killer reply from Angelo: ‘Who will believe thee, Isabel?’ Horrible. Because he’s right. Who will believe a young girl over a man in such authority? And how many women throughout the ages have been in that position? ‘Say what you can,’ replies Angelo, ‘my false outweighs your true.’ It’s such a grisly line, and still so resonant. He leaves, and she’s left alone with that remarkable speech: ‘To whom should I complain?’

It’s a terrible dilemma for Isabella. She’s repulsed by Angelo’s proposal, and with increasing alarm tries to work through her options. But she’s left with no choice:


ISABELLA

Then Isabel live chaste, and brother die.

More than our brother is our chastity.



What an extraordinary thing to say. Her chastity and faith are more important than her brother’s life. Difficult to comprehend nowadays because we live in an increasingly secular society, but I imagine in Shakespeare’s time the audience would’ve been more on her side. She’s in no doubt that her brother will understand her predicament, and goes to prepare him for death.



When Isabella arrives at the prison, the first thing Claudio says is: ‘Now, sister, what’s the comfort?’


Makes your heart sink.


ISABELLA

Lord Angelo, having affairs to heaven,

Intends you for his swift ambassador,

Where you shall be an everlasting leiger [meaning ‘representative’];

Therefore your best appointment make with speed;

Tomorrow you set on.



She’s trying to put a nice spin on it – the best picture on going to heaven that you could possibly imagine. That’s the nun’s outfit coming out, isn’t it?

God, I don’t know how people can discuss dying. I had a friend who prepared her own funeral as if she was going on holiday. I can’t even do my bloody will.



You once told me that you and Peter Hall shared an abject fear of death.


I think it was Peter, yes. I’ve been like it since I was a child. Can’t even talk about it. Let’s change the subject.



Claudio asks: ‘Is there no remedy?’


Yes – meaning is there no alternative to being put to death? The question rattles Isabella. She’s then forced to describe Angelo’s repugnant proposition, and does so in the bleakest of terms. For the chance to live a little longer, Claudio would be jeopardising his sister’s honour forever. Does he seriously think that his life is more important than her chastity?



Sounds a little selfish when you put it like that.


Well – maybe, but Isabella does have her heart set on becoming a nun. And chastity is a fundamental tenet of her faith. It defines who she is. She wants to give herself to God. And I don’t imagine a convent in the seventeenth century – certainly not one as strict as the Sisters of St Clare – would be able to take her in if she wasn’t a virgin.

Luckily, Claudio reassures her:


CLAUDIO

If I must die,

I will encounter darkness as a bride,

And hug it in mine arms.



Huge relief. He’s made his peace with death. And she thinks that’s the end of the scene. But have we got news for you. ‘Death is a fearful thing,’ he adds. Oh God, she’s thinking, he’s changing his mind. And then he has that extraordinary speech:


CLAUDIO

Ay, but to die, and go we know not where;

To lie in cold obstruction and to rot.



It’s full of unremitting despair. I played Isabella opposite Ian Holm at the RSC. He was Claudio. And when he died in 2020, I kept thinking of him saying those words.



Claudio becomes so gripped by the fear of death that he asks Isabella to accept Angelo’s proposition.


Isabella loses the plot and calls Claudio a ‘beast’, ‘dishonest’, a ‘faithless coward’. She’s relentless: ‘I’ll pray a thousand prayers for thy death.’ And that’s when the Friar steps in—



The Friar being … ?


The Duke in disguise. Remember him? Disappeared after the first scene (having handed the reins of power to Angelo) and has been mooching around Vienna ever since, dressed as a friar. During Isabella’s altercation with her brother, he’s been hovering in the shadows, earwigging.

Claudio is taken back to his prison cell, leaving the Friar and Isabella alone together. The Friar offers a solution to her problems.

He tells her that despite Angelo’s sainted reputation, Angelo is harbouring a dirty secret – he abandoned his fiancée, Mariana, after she lost her dowry. The Duke proposes that Isabella should arrange a night-time tryst with Angelo and, in the darkness, swap places with Mariana. Having consummated their relationship, Angelo will then be forced to marry Mariana. It’s all very cloak-and-dagger, isn’t it?

I like the way that the fiancée, Mariana, still holds a torch for Angelo, otherwise Isabella would have a mortal sin on her hands – she’d be throwing somebody under the bus. Quite questionable all that, but there we are. It’s just convenient. And we need it for the plot.



There’s often a debate about why exactly the Duke chose to relinquish power to Angelo at the start of the play and disappear.


I’d always assumed that it was to spy on Angelo. The Duke gives us a hint when he says: ‘Hence shall we see / If power change purpose, what our seemers be.’ He always suspected Angelo of being a hypocrite because he knew this story about Mariana. And now the Duke’s finally having his suspicions confirmed. He calls Angelo ‘the corrupt deputy’.

And then it’s off to the moated grange to persuade Mariana to take part in the bed-swap.

In the modern-dress production at Nottingham we went to meet Mariana in a sort of bar. She was sitting with a drink at a table on her own, with somebody playing ‘Take, O take those lips away’ on the piano. It was terrific. Said a lot about Mariana’s loneliness.



So you’re not a purist about Shakespeare having to be set in the period when it was written?


No, I’m not a purist about it at all. Sometimes it works very well and sometimes it doesn’t. Why shouldn’t somebody want to set it in another time and place? You just get on with it. In any case, Shakespeare himself was anachronistic. There are clocks in Julius Caesar, and endless talk of doublets throughout the history plays.

I remember saying to John Neville, who was directing – because don’t forget I was dressed as a nun in a white surplice; nothing modern about my costume – I said, ‘John, how do I walk into this scene?’ And he said, ‘You enter in the way any fucking nun comes into a bar late at night.’ [Laughs.]

Isabella describes how she and Angelo have already rehearsed where they are to meet that evening: Angelo took her round his walled garden, through a wooden gate, gave her a big key and told her to come back at midnight, where he’ll be waiting for her. In return, Isabella laid down a few conditions: she insisted that he had to be quick, there was to be no talking, and he needed to keep the lights out. And he had to promise to release her brother.

Angelo accepted all her demands.



Mariana agrees to Isabella’s proposal, meets up with Angelo at midnight, and everything goes ahead as planned. But the next day Isabella discovers that Angelo hasn’t fulfilled his part of the bargain. Rather than release her brother, he’s instructed his officers to execute him.


Oh God, yes. She shows up at the prison and is told that her brother has been beheaded. She goes absolutely barmy. The Friar manages to console her and persuades her to publicly accuse Angelo when the Duke returns the following day. What else can she do? ‘I am directed by you,’ she says to the Friar. She has no choice.



I struggle to understand the Duke’s motives in this scene. He knows that Claudio has survived, but decides to withhold that information. Keeping Isabella in the dark seems rather callous and sadistic.


I can only assume that he needs her to be convincing when she accuses Angelo. Or perhaps he’s testing her. Or maybe he’s deliberately depressing her now in the hope that she’ll later fall in love with him when he reveals her brother to be alive.



The Duke returns the next day – no longer in disguise as the Friar – and Isabella kneels before him.


Yes, she throws herself at his feet and calls for justice against Angelo. She’s given the floor for a minute, and my God, she doesn’t half take it, calling Angelo ‘a devil’, ‘a murderer’, ‘an adulterous thief’, ‘an hypocrite’ and ‘an arch-villain’. It’s courtroom drama, isn’t it?

The Duke questions her version of events and suspects that she’s mad. He claims that Angelo’s ‘integrity / Stands without blemish’ and assumes that somebody must have set her up. It’s marvellous, because the audience are all too aware that the Duke knows everything.



What is Isabella’s reaction when ‘the Friar’ reveals himself to be the Duke?


Well – she’s obviously flabbergasted, like everybody else in the scene. Then on top of that, she’s thinking of all the personal things that he said to her when disguised as a friar – his overwhelming kindness. And there’s now hope for justice. The Duke’s going to clear up all the loose ends. How it’s going to resolve itself, we don’t yet know, but at least there’s some relief.



Angelo is exposed as a hypocrite, and forced to wed Mariana. Then, once they’re married, the Duke sentences Angelo to death. Mariana asks Isabella to intercede and save her husband’s life.


Big dilemma for Isabella. I suspect the Duke is testing her.

In a fantastic act of forgiveness, Isabella kneels and defends Angelo. It’s like that woman on the news the other day who forgave the man who murdered her child. She said, ‘It’s not in me to bear hatred or condemn people. I forgive you.’ Unbelievable.

The Duke then reveals that Claudio is alive and reunites him with his sister. At which point the Duke asks Isabella to marry him. They would make such a good pair – she and the Duke – wouldn’t they?



Really?


Can’t you see it, after everything they’ve been through?



OK, let’s unpack this moment – ‘Becher’s Brook’ as you called it earlier. This is a real double whammy for Isabella. A prisoner walks in with a hood over his head. The hood is removed and it’s Claudio, her brother, who she’d been told was dead. And the person who told her he was dead – and knowingly lied about it – is the Duke, who is now proposing marriage to her.


It’s just monumental, isn’t it? Both things to take in at once. I don’t know what you do as an actor there. Does she go with it, does she stand there horrified, does she step back? I wonder how it would’ve been played in Shakespeare’s time. They probably walked off into the sunset together! I don’t imagine somebody of Isabella’s class would be in a position to turn down a duke. She’d probably have no choice in the matter – especially if, as some people say, the Duke was based on James I. But the fact that the Duke has to ask the question twice suggests that Shakespeare intended it to be an uneasy, knotty moment – even in his own time. Isabella doesn’t speak after that. There are no words.

And yet there are so many questions. For instance, does she go over to her brother? There’s no indication that she does. Maybe the memory of the prison scene and what her brother asked her to do is all too raw. Is she angry with the Duke? She has so much to take in that maybe she should just stand there not knowing. Yes, I think that’s what you act. That you absolutely don’t know. You see her in a state of indecision.



The Duke’s marriage proposal seems particularly badly timed.


I think it takes quite a lot of courage for him to propose. You must presume that after all that’s happened, her gratitude somehow outweighs everything. You know, he’s saved her from sex with Angelo, saved her brother from death … And you do want a happy ending, don’t you?



Do you?


Yeah – after all that? Yeah, I do.



Oh, I’m not sure about that.


Well, I am. And she gets on so well with the Duke, too.



He told her that her brother had died when he hadn’t. And what happened to her religious conviction and wanting to become a nun?


Yes, well, quite – but that’s … Look, you’re asking the question that everybody asks about the ending of Measure for Measure. It’s a question that’s been asked down the centuries. And the play offers no answers. That’s why Shakespeare brings the curtain down pronto – and he bloody well should, because there’s nowhere to go.

Because nobody, through the ages, has ever come to a conclusion. I don’t know what I’d do – what would you do?



I think she should react how you did just then – that look you gave – keep it inscrutable.


Yes, inscrutable, definitely – so that the audience know that it’s unresolved. I mean, she doesn’t rush into accepting the Duke – obviously not. Perhaps he offers his hand, waits for her to come to him, but she doesn’t go. And then everybody could leave the stage, apart from Isabella, and she’d be left behind, just standing there.

I’m not sure that every play ought to be wrapped up in a nice big bow. The ending’s ambiguous. It’s messy. Which makes it very, very human. I think it’s lovely for the audience to be left with a question in their mind, thinking about the play’s morality. And maybe Shakespeare intended that. Certainly gives the audience something to chew over in the bar, or on the journey home, doesn’t it?



It’s all interpretive.


Of course it is. That’s why we’re still doing the plays.

And no two performances are ever the same – not even with the same company doing the same play. A different audience every night will ensure that the show remains fresh and new. That’s what’s so exciting. You can’t be prescriptive. It’s completely wrong for anyone to say, ‘The play’s about this and you all have to agree with me.’



I think I’m too cynical to entertain the idea that she and the Duke eventually marry. Do you think you’re a romantic? Are you perhaps conflating your fondness for Tom Fleming with the part of the Duke?


Maybe. Who knows? It’s natural to associate a part with the time you played it and the people you were surrounded by.

When I played the smaller role of Juliet in Measure for Measure at the Vic, it was my first-ever season, and it was just so heady. Then, the second time, when I played Isabella in Stratford, I met Tom and we became very close. I would ride my bike up to Hampton Lucy on a Sunday morning to collect some cream and we would have breakfast together.

And then later I played Isabella for John Neville at Nottingham, who of course, I’d worked with so much at the Vic. So, yes, being in Measure for Measure was a pretty personal emotional experience for me, each time.






Rose Theatre

In 1988, as the foundations for a new office block were being excavated in Southwark, the remains of the Rose Theatre were found. Christopher Marlowe had been the Rose’s resident playwright and two of Shakespeare’s earliest plays had been staged there – Titus Andronicus and Henry VI, Part One – so the excavation had huge historical significance.


It was massively important. And the plan was for the developers to pour concrete into the foundations and build the offices on top. There was a public outcry, and a campaign was organised to save what remained of the Rose Theatre.



You were one of the first people to visit the site. What was that like?


It was shortly after they’d announced the discovery and a few of us were invited. I remember Peggy [Ashcroft] was there because she lived down the road from us in Hampstead and we gave her a lift. And then Peter [Hall] turned up with Dustin Hoffman because they were rehearsing The Merchant of Venice at the time. It was very early in the morning and before I stepped on to the spot where the stage once was, I took off my shoes – out of respect, but also to feel the earth between my toes because I thought I may never get the chance again. The ground felt soft like Tarmacadam, but maybe I’m misremembering it, as I later found out that the floor was compacted with hazelnut shells – not because the Elizabethans loved nuts: to help with the drainage.

And Peter talked and other people might have said things and Peggy was sitting on her camping stool – there weren’t that many of us – and as I was standing on this sort of mound, which wasn’t large, and which had lain undisturbed for centuries, I thought this is where – this is the actual space … those people were here. This is where Shakespeare walked about and stood, and where his group of players performed. This is the space … that heard the sound … that first heard those words …



There then began a protracted campaign to save the foundations.


Yes. Lots of people became involved: local residents, MPs, and even the government stepped in. Peggy was at the forefront of the campaign, and there were back and forth negotiations. It was very tense, with nightly vigils and people standing in front of the bulldozers, and all the time these big pile-drivers looming over the site.

It took a good few years until a compromise was reached. The office block did eventually go ahead, but only after a rigorous redesign: it was built on massive girders to preserve the foundations underneath. They had to partially submerge the remains in sand and water to prevent them from cracking, but at least you can still go and visit them today.

In 1998 we filmed Shakespeare in Love. Many of the scenes were set inside an Elizabethan theatre, which in our film was a beautiful replica of the Rose.






Much Ado About Nothing

Beatrice

The title Much Ado About Nothing—


Yes – it means a huge fuss about not very much.



But the word ‘nothing’ had other meanings in Shakespeare’s time. It was probably pronounced ‘noting’, and ‘noting’ could also mean ‘eavesdropping’ – something which happens a lot throughout this play. ‘Nothing’ was also slang for ‘vagina’.


WHAT!?



Nothing equals no thing equals no penis equals vagina …


Much Ado About Vagina? Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve become very fanciful. You’ve been at the Globe too long. You’ve been tainted.



But it’s well known that ‘die’ can have the secondary meaning of ‘orgasm’, and ‘sword’ can mean ‘erect penis’—


Yes, indeed – but ‘nothing’ can’t mean ‘vagina’, I’m sorry. Whoever told you that’s up the whatshername. [Laughs.] Some dirty-minded scholar with no sex life has made that up.



The play opens with news that Don Pedro and his troops are returning from their latest military campaign. Isn’t it interesting how war rumbles in the background of so many of Shakespeare’s comedies?


As it does in the tragedies and histories. But yes, that is interesting about the comedies. Then again, it’s good to have a close-knit band of soldiers in Much Ado because later in the play their loyalty to each other is put to the test.

One of the returning soldiers is called Benedick, and even before he appears on stage, Beatrice can’t resist sticking the knife into him.She gives him the nickname Signor Mountanto – a jibe about his womanising – ‘Mountanto’ meaning ‘mounting everything that moves’.

Beatrice is determined to puncture Benedick’s reputation. She refuses to give him any credit for his exploits as a soldier, dismisses his ‘honourable virtues’, and generally takes the gloss off everything about him: he eats too much, he lacks wit, he hangs around people like a disease (‘he is sooner caught than the pestilence’), he’s disloyal and fickle (‘Who is his companion now? He hath every month a new sworn brother.’)

Beatrice is very witty, but I don’t think it’s a light, sparkly wit – it’s more sardonic. She’s nursing a hurt and she’s keen to warn everybody that getting involved with Benedick comes at a price. He causes pain. But in rubbishing him, she’s unwittingly revealing her feelings for him.

Because Beatrice wants to talk about Benedick all the time – she can’t help it. The question is: Why does she attach so much importance to him? Why is she always running him down? No doubt we’ll soon find out.



Don Pedro enters with his troops and there’s a great hullaballoo, with everybody busying about in excitement. One of the troops is Benedick, and as soon as he arrives, he tries to make a joke.


But only Beatrice is listening. Never one to miss an opportunity to land a blow on him, she says: ‘I wonder that you will still be talking, Signior Benedick: nobody marks you.’ They then proceed to trade insults and undermine each other.

Apart from a mutual disrespect, what unites them is a determination to remain single. Beatrice says: ‘I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.’ They’re two strong-willed, independent, fiery people.

It’s wonderful how Shakespeare makes it so clear that they’ve known each other for a while. It’s there in the language and the familiarity with which they speak to each other. No woman would talk to a man like that unless she knew him well. She essentially tells Benedick where to stick it.

They have history. ‘I know you of old,’ she says.



And what is that history between them?


Who knows? That’s for you to decide. But there was obviously a particularly bad experience. Did somebody play false along the way? Maybe they were at the point of marriage? Or perhaps engaged? We can only suppose.

When we did the production at the RSC in ’76, I remember we had months to rehearse. Donald Sinden played Benedick, and he and I tried to work out our backstory with John Barton, who was directing. But we kept on going around in circles, disagreeing on various details. But then that’s true of life, I suppose. No two people experience the same event in the same way. It also proved that acting prep is nuanced and there’s not a one-size-fits-all approach. In the end, John encouraged us to develop our own backstories without telling the other person. What we did agree on is that Beatrice and Benedick once had a relationship which went sour, and the fallout has deeply affected her.



Was Donald Sinden a good onstage sparring partner?


Brilliant. He was a wonderful comic. But there were never just two of us in the scene. It was Donald, the audience, me – in that order. [Laughs.] What Donald had with the public was phenomenal. He used to play to the gallery a lot, which of course they adored. I was on stage with him once when a member of the audience came in late, and Donald walked forward, glanced at an imaginary watch on his wrist, then said, ‘D’you know the plot so far?’ It got a belter.



In the next scene, Leonato, the governor of Messina, is hosting a masked ball for the troops. He is worried that his niece, Beatrice, will never find a husband if she continues to be so cynical and cantankerous.


But Beatrice doesn’t care. She has no interest in marriage. She’s down on her knees every night praying it’ll never happen. Who needs a man? Who wants to be accountable to ‘a clod of wayward marl’? After the passion of the wooing and the solemnity of the wedding it’s all downhill. She has such a bleak view of matrimony. You wouldn’t want her giving the speech at the reception, would you?

Beatrice advises her young cousin, Hero, to follow her heart when it comes to choosing a husband. Yes, Hero must listen to her father, but it also has to be her choice who she marries. She wants Hero to think for herself, to make her own decisions, and not to let anybody push her around – including her father. Subversive stuff. It shows Beatrice to be an unconventional heroine – non-conformist, modern, very forward-thinking.



With the party in full swing and everybody in disguise, Beatrice is approached by Benedick. Does she know that it’s him behind the mask?


Of course she does. She’s not going to waste all those insults on somebody who isn’t Benedick. And by pretending she doesn’t know it’s him, she’s able to enjoy being rude about him all the more, knowing that he won’t be able to retaliate without revealing his identity. She describes Benedick as ‘the prince’s jester; a very dull fool’, who slips into a sulk if his jokes don’t get a laugh.



‘The prince’s jester’ jibe really strikes a nerve with Benedick because he brings it up again later. But she herself is a sort of jester, isn’t she, entertaining the crowd?


Definitely. The two of them are always putting on a floor show. As Leonato says in that first scene: ‘They never meet but there’s a skirmish of wit between them.’ It’s almost expected of them. But they also choose to be funny. They use wit as a weapon. And also as armour – a carapace to protect them from revealing their vulnerabilities.



Benedick is so beaten down by Beatrice’s constant attacks on him – ‘She speaks poniards and every word stabs’ – that he later begs his boss, Don Pedro, to send him abroad, even if it involves going on the most ridiculous errand. He offers to travel to the Antipodes, fetch a toothpick from Asia or ‘a hair off the great Cham’s beard’, anything ‘rather than hold three words’ conference with this harpy’. Don Pedro refuses and when Beatrice appears, Benedick makes a hasty exit. He can’t bear to be around ‘Lady Tongue’ as he calls her.



DON PEDRO

Come, lady, come; you have lost the heart of Signior Benedick.

BEATRICE

Indeed, my lord, he lent it me awhile; and I gave him use for it, a double heart for his single one: marry, once before he won it of me with false dice, therefore your grace may well say I have lost it.



Well, here we have a few more pieces of the puzzle: we now know that at some point in the past they had a love affair, which was deceitful in some way. It’s a key speech, that. And yet, no sooner has Beatrice let the mask slip and revealed something about herself than she’s back to making jokes about Seville oranges. She’s always deflecting.



Beatrice is delighted that Hero and Count Claudio are to be married. When she makes a joke about her own dire marriage prospects, Don Pedro says: ‘Will you have me, lady?’ Is Don Pedro’s marriage proposal serious?


I think it could be serious – that’s for the actor playing Don Pedro to decide – but if it is serious, I think it’s done in a non-serious way. It’s too public to be formal. It certainly comes from out of the blue. Beatrice quickly needs to find an answer that will tell Don Pedro that he’s not her type whilst sparing him embarrassment. Once again, she uses humour to get her out of a tricky situation. And then apologises for being frivolous – ‘I was born to speak all mirth and no matter.’


DON PEDRO

You were born in a merry hour.

BEATRICE

No, sure, my lord, my mother cried; but then there was a star danced, and under that was I born.



Shakespeare wants us to know that Beatrice is many more things than what appears on the page. She may come across as witty and merry, but underneath there’s a sadness or seriousness, or certainly another dimension to her.

Leonato tries to rescue the situation: ‘Niece, will you look to those things I told you of?’ I’m sure that’s a bit of a white lie – but Beatrice has turned something in the air. The atmosphere is so awkward that he’s got to get her out of the way.



Don Pedro wants to find a way of making Benedick and Beatrice fall in love with each other and hatches a plot. In what’s known as the Gulling Scene, Benedick is hiding in the orchard when he overhears his friends say how much Beatrice is in love with him. Apparently she’s up every night writing him love letters, and then ripping them up and sobbing, tearing her hair and beating her chest. None of it’s true, of course, but it’s enough to convince Benedick to renounce his bachelorhood. He decides that ‘the world must be peopled’ and vows to woo Beatrice.


And that’s when Beatrice arrives, which in our production meant marching on stage banging a big dinner gong and shouting: ‘Against my will I am sent to bid you come in to dinner.’

Benedick is so nice to her: ‘Fair Beatrice, I thank you for your pains.’ He’s charm personified – all sunshine and smiles. She thinks he’s gone mad, and is rather offhand with him, very brusque – it’s business as usual in the Beatrice shop. It’s so inspired of Shakespeare not to have gulled her yet, so that the audience see his attitude change before hers.



But then it’s Beatrice’s turn to be hoodwinked. She’s hiding in the honeysuckle when she overhears Hero and her gentlewoman gossiping about her. I suppose the danger with this scene is how do you top the gulling of Benedick?


Especially if it’s Donald Sinden. Well, the truth is, the audience can’t wait for it to happen. They’re longing to see the rug pulled out from under her as well. This scene is shorter, of course, and it’s also in verse, which lends it a different tone.

Beatrice overhears her friends criticise her. They call her proud, disdainful, scornful, and accuse her of being too enamoured with herself, too contrary, forever carping. It’s a real hatchet job. Most of the opprobrium comes from ‘sweet Hero’, her cousin, whom she adores. And Hero’s probably never said a bad word about anybody, which makes her criticisms all the more hurtful.

(It’s awful overhearing people saying negative things about you. After the part of Ophelia was taken away from me, I overheard two members of the company being very derogatory about my performance. I can still remember it sixty-plus years on. It really upset me.)

I think the comment that wounds Beatrice the most is when she hears them say ‘she cannot love’. That really hits home. It implies she’s destined never to find love because she refuses to be open to it.

Her friends then pretend that they’re longing to tell her how much Benedick is in love with her. But they daren’t say anything because Beatrice will only mock them – it’s her default setting. No – unfortunately, Benedick will have to be left to his fate and ‘like covered fire, / Consume away in sighs, waste inwardly.’



Hero and her gentlewoman leave, confident that they ‘have caught her’.


And Beatrice emerges from the bushes a new woman, reborn. And now she not only speaks verse for the first time – in a speech which happens to be an abbreviated love sonnet – but it’s also the first time that she has a soliloquy. She opens up her heart to the audience.


BEATRICE

What fire is in mine ears? Can this be true?

Stand I condemned for pride and scorn so much?

Contempt, farewell, and maiden pride, adieu.

No glory lives behind the back of such.

And, Benedick, love on, I will requite thee,

Taming my wild heart to thy loving hand.

If thou dost love, my kindness shall incite thee

To bind our loves up in a holy band;

For others say thou dost deserve, and I

Believe it better than reportingly.



It’s so charming. I think there’s genuine tenderness for what she might’ve missed. For all the banter, it reveals what her real desires were, and releases what she’s denied in herself.

The speed and ferocity with which she’s willing to rekindle the romance makes me think that, at one time, she must have worshipped Benedick – really thought he was the greatest. Which makes sense of her scorn when he then played ‘false’. Reaching that conclusion really helped me unlock her attitude towards him in those earlier scenes.



It’s the morning of Hero’s wedding and all the women are together – including Beatrice – getting ready for the big day.


I had my face in a basin with a towel over my head. There are so many references to Beatrice being sick in this scene – she says she’s ill, stuffed, can’t smell – but the truth is that she’s shaken to the foundations about Benedick.


HERO

Good morrow, coz.

BEATRICE

Good morrow, sweet Hero.



There’s not much repartee coming back. Usually she would have some witty riposte, but ‘good morrow’ is all she can muster. She’s in a complete dither.

Meantime, everybody is fascinated to see what effect the gulling has had on her – especially those who weren’t there. Word has obviously spread round the house like wildfire and they’re all having a wonderful time sending Beatrice up. One of the women suggests that she should get ‘some of this distilled Carduus Benedictus’ and lay it on her heart. Beatrice might throw her a funny look on that remark. That’s what Donald would have done. A slow head turn with a pinched moue.

If only Beatrice can escape their ribbing, but she can’t because she has to be there to help Hero prepare for the wedding. It’s torture. They’re all teasing her, playing her at her own game. But she can’t take them on – she’s not up to it. She’s too in love, too confused – she doesn’t recognise herself.



After that, we’re at the church. Everybody has gathered for the wedding of Hero and Count Claudio, and there’s much excitement. But just as they’re about to exchange vows, Claudio launches a vicious attack on his wife-to-be, Hero, accusing her of infidelity.


It’s so shocking because the accusation arrives from left field. Suddenly we’re in a different play. Up until now it’s all been light and witty and sunny. The audience has been led to believe that they’re watching a comedy and then it flips over into a tragedy. Oh, it’s terrible, so unexpected – the rejection of Hero at the altar, in front of everybody – it’s desperate.

All Beatrice can do is stand there, silent, unable to believe what’s happening. She’s poleaxed by the accusations. Like the audience, she and Benedick are forced to be observers. The attacks continue, Hero faints and her accusers leave: Claudio, Don Pedro, and his scheming brother, Don John.

But notably, Benedick doesn’t go with them. Instead of siding with his fellow soldiers and comrades, he stays behind with Beatrice – key moment, that. Shows a major shift in allegiance.

Leonato wishes his shameful daughter, Hero, had never been born and now wants her dead. Benedick and the Friar remain silent, and it’s left to Beatrice to defend Hero’s honour: ‘O, on my soul, my cousin is belied.’ Hero is everything to Beatrice. She is more like a younger sister than a cousin. And also a best friend, a surrogate daughter.



The Friar intervenes and suggests they proclaim that Hero has ‘died’. This will allow the family some time, so that hopefully the truth will out and Claudio will come to his senses. Leonato is mollified, Hero is helped away, and Beatrice and Benedick are left by themselves.


Yes – alone in the silence – amongst the chaos and sadness and anger that’s been left behind. I think I was sweeping up the remnants of scattered flowers.


BENEDICK

Lady Beatrice, have you wept all this while?

BEATRICE

Yea, and I will weep a while longer.



She’s probably never cried in front of him before and she might not want to give him much eye contact. She’s too vulnerable.

They’ve not met since being gulled. Had Hero and Claudio’s wedding gone ahead this would have been a very different conversation: no doubt they’d be declaring their love for each other. But there’s too much in the air now, the situation has shifted. Their guards are down and this is the first time the audience sees them be serious in each other’s company.



Benedick acknowledges that Hero has been wronged, and Beatrice says: ‘Ah, how much might the man deserve of me that would right her.’


She wants revenge on Claudio for slandering Hero. ‘It’s a man’s office, but not yours,’ she says to Benedick. It calls for a violent act, but Beatrice doesn’t think that Benedick is up to the challenge because of his friendship with Claudio.


BENEDICK

I do love nothing in the world so well as you: is not that strange?

BEATRICE

As strange as the thing I know not. It were as possible for me to say I loved nothing so well as you: but believe me not; and yet I lie not; I confess nothing, nor I deny nothing. I am sorry for my cousin.



Benedick is very open about his feelings towards Beatrice, but she prevaricates. She’s probably longed for years to hear him say those words, has imagined them falling into each other’s arms, but she can’t quite commit – not at the moment. She’s too distressed about her cousin. Love is the major theme between them, but now is not the time to sing it because of what’s happened with Hero.



But Benedick is insistent: ‘By my sword, Beatrice, thou lovest me.’


He won’t let it go, will he? And at the most unexpected time, at the greatest low of the play, she finally commits: ‘I love you with so much of my heart that none is left to protest.’ What a moment, what a line.


BENEDICK

Come, bid me do any thing for thee.

BEATRICE

Kill Claudio.



Well – nobody saw that coming. Beatrice wants revenge. And maybe – just maybe – she’s also testing Benedick’s love – although perhaps that overcomplicates it. You can’t play everything all at once, you have to be specific.

The line ‘Kill Claudio’ very occasionally got a laugh when I said it. I feel it shouldn’t, though – perhaps a nervous laugh – but it should be a gasp, an intake of breath.



But why shouldn’t it get a laugh?


Because it buggers the play if the audience laugh at that moment. It trivialises Hero’s story. You must find a way of doing it so that it doesn’t elicit a laugh. It’s such a shocking moment.



But maybe the Elizabethans would have been shocked by it and found it funny. Maybe we’ve become too genteel. And to say that it ‘buggers the play if the audience laugh’ is a huge pressure to put on yourself as an actor. Especially if the audience have got used to Beatrice being funny and witty all evening.


That’s exactly it. That’s why it’s so tricky. No, it definitely shouldn’t get a laugh. In my opinion.

Then there’s a tussle, isn’t there? Benedick refuses to kill Claudio and Beatrice tries to leave. ‘There is no love in you,’ she says, ‘Nay, I pray you, let me go.’ That’s Shakespeare giving you the stage directions – Benedick’s obviously grabbed hold of her. And then she really lets rip and tears into Claudio – ‘O God, that I were a man! I would eat his heart in the marketplace.’

Benedick can’t get a word in. Beatrice goes on about the slander, the shame, the damage done to Hero. To lead a young woman to the altar in order to publicly denounce her … And all the men just rally around to save their friend, the good Count Claudio, who ‘is now as valiant as Hercules’. No wonder Beatrice is crying – tears of frustration – she feels powerless as a woman to protect her young cousin.



In her tirade against men, is there a residue of the betrayal and the hurt that Benedick once caused her?


Oh, I’m sure there is. She says as much. All men are the same. All talk and empty promises.



Is she concerned for Benedick’s safety when he finally agrees to challenge Claudio?


All she wants at that moment is revenge for her cousin. I don’t think she goes as far as thinking that Benedick might be killed in the exchange.



You’ve shifted my thinking on this scene. I never thought she was genuinely more concerned for Hero. I thought she was too swept up in her unleashed epic feelings of love for Benedick.


No, I think her feelings for Hero are paramount.



Not long afterwards, there’s an odd little scene between Beatrice and Benedick. I’m not quite sure why it’s there. Benedick sends for Beatrice, and while he’s waiting, he struggles to compose a sonnet. It says in the script that Benedick sings. Did Donald Sinden sing?


I don’t think he did. But then you never knew what he was up to when you weren’t on stage with him. Actually, you never knew what he was up to when you were on stage with him. [Laughs.] I forgot about the sonnet. So sweet. Benedick’s all to pieces.

Beatrice arrives and needs to know that Benedick has challenged Claudio. Once she’s sure about that, they can continue with their sparring – although it’s much more flirtatious now. Benedick asks: ‘But for which of my bad parts didst thou first fall in love with me?’ I mean, who wouldn’t be seduced by a line like that? What a charmer. Their wit has become more gentle, less lacerating. They no longer have to expend energy wounding each other.

That doesn’t mean they aren’t still making caustic remarks – ‘Thou and I are too wise to woo peaceably,’ says Benedick – but everything is out in the open now, and we, the audience, know that their wit is coming from a place of acknowledged love, which changes everything. We need reassurance that they will be all right, that their relationship will survive.

Their banter is interrupted when they discover that Hero has been proven innocent. Hero’s gentlewoman rushes in and says that her mistress ‘hath been falsely accused, [Don Pedro] and Claudio mightily abused, and Don John is the author of all, who is fled and gone.’ That meddling troublemaker, Don John, just wanted to create mischief.



And then it’s the last scene …


Yes, all the women are in veils. If you’re designing it, you want to wrap everything in black, because it’s easy for the audience to forget that the family are there to pretend that Hero is dead. Claudio is full of remorse and has agreed to marry another of Leonato’s nieces – a veiled stranger. He lifts the veil and discovers it’s Hero, very much alive. They’re reunited and the marriage is back on.



I’m always left with a niggle about Hero and Claudio. I worry about their future relationship. But I sense that Beatrice and Benedick will be OK.


Oh, there’s absolutely no question about Beatrice and Benedick, is there? No question at all, because they have got the measure of each other. The audience know they’re in love – they’ve witnessed their soliloquies, and observed them together, just the two of them on their own. Whereas Hero and Claudio … you’re right, it feels less stable. And maybe that’s because Claudio was too quick to doubt Hero’s integrity.

Beatrice and Benedick discover they’ve been set up, and try to deny that they have any romantic leanings towards each other. Their friends, however, are able to brandish the love sonnets they’ve written. Their cover has been blown and they are forced to accept each other publicly. But they’re witty to the end – none of that lovey-dovey sentimental nonsense.


BENEDICK

Come, I will have thee; but by this light, I take thee for pity.

BEATRICE

I would not deny you; but by this good day, I yield upon great persuasion; and partly to save your life, for I was told you were in a consumption.



Wonderful – just wonderful – what a lovely story. And then they have a jolly good dance.

Humour is a great leveller, isn’t it? I’d be very suspicious if I couldn’t have a good laugh with someone. Wouldn’t be over-keen on seeing them much. Somebody without a sense of humour – God protect me.

That’s why I love Billy [Connolly] so much. When we were making Mrs Brown, after an early start and a long day’s filming, we’d all congregate downstairs in the hotel bar at about seven in the evening, and Billy would already be sitting there with a tray on his knees – cup and saucer, and a huge pot of tea. The rest of us would gather round, and then Billy would be off, telling stories – none of it rehearsed, all improvised – and within seconds he’d have us gripping the furniture, crying with laughter. We daren’t go to bed because we didn’t want to miss anything. Time would pass and I’d look at my watch and think: right, ten o’clock, early start again tomorrow, can I do all those scenes on seven hours sleep? Another look at the watch: can I do it on six hours, can I do it on five? Because before we knew it, it was midnight and he’d still be cracking jokes. Oh God, there’s no one like him.



In 1987, Kenneth Branagh asked you to direct Much Ado About Nothing for the Renaissance Theatre Company. It was to be your first foray into directing.


[Laughs] Peter Hall persuaded me to do it. He said it would be good for me to understand acting from the other side.

Ken was so naughty. I’m amazed we’re still friends. He played Benedick, and in the Gulling Scene I had him sitting in the middle of these four orange fruit trees while Paddy [Patrick] Doyle, who wrote the music, sang ‘Sigh no more, ladies’. Paddy would finish the first verse, and just at the point when he was about to start the second, Ken would mutter under his breath, ‘Oh Christ.’ [Laughs.] In the end, I had to say to Ken, ‘I do not want to hear you say “Oh Christ”, “Oh Jesus”, “Oh God” ever again during Paddy’s beautiful song.’ He was very good, Ken – and he’s a lovely man – but so mischievous. One night after the show in Brighton he quickly left the theatre in his costume so that I couldn’t give him any notes.



What was it like watching Much Ado, knowing that you’d directed it? Was it more nerve-racking than playing Beatrice?


It certainly was – sitting in the dark, getting anxious, writing notes. The first preview was in the studio at Birmingham Rep. The actors were nervous, the humour was mistimed and it was like witnessing a slow pile-up.

They relaxed on the second preview and it was much better. I was so glad to have Rachel [Kavanagh] with me as my assistant director, but you’re more or less on your own. And even when the show is up and running, you’re sitting at home thinking: it’s seven thirty, curtain up. It’s eight fifteen, they’ll be doing the first gulling scene. You never relax. And you have to go back weeks later to give notes – take out the ‘improvements’. I had one actor who altered some of the stage business. Apparently a friend of theirs had come to see the show and thought some of my directing was a bit naff so they’d decided to change it. Bloody cheek.



What did you learn from directing Much Ado?


That I don’t like directing. I much prefer acting in the show and being part of it, dressing up and mucking about backstage. You’re always being asked questions as a director – so many decisions to make, so much responsibility – and you feel so lonely. And then the actors gang up against you. They all go to the pub and don’t tell you where they are. No, directing’s not for me.






King Lear

Regan, Cordelia and Goneril

I can see that it’s an extraordinary piece of writing, but if you were to ask me my five favourite Shakespeares, King Lear wouldn’t be one of them.

I’ve been in it three times – understudying Cordelia at the Old Vic, then playing Regan for the RSC, and finally Goneril on the radio. John Gielgud was Lear in the radio version and we were recording it to celebrate his ninetieth birthday.

Was John Gielgud good as King Lear?


I’ve no idea. With radio, you only ever tend to record your own scenes, and I never heard the full production when it was aired. But I adored him so much, he could have played Bo Peep and I would have thought it superlative.



Who played King Lear in the first production you did at the Old Vic?


Paul Rogers. And Barbara Leigh-Hunt, Adrienne Hill and I understudied the three sisters, and we were also extras at the beginning of the play and had to process on as part of Lear’s retinue. A critic wrote that when the three of us entered it was patently obvious that we were the understudies. I remember Barbara Leigh-Hunt carrying an enormous sword – enormous – Adrienne Hill was holding a great big branch of a tree, and I had a huge smoking egg cup.



Why? Was it like a finger bowl?


[Cantankerous.] No, of course it wasn’t a finger bowl – Lear wasn’t about to tuck into a pint of prawns. It was like, you know, something to swear on. They all do it in this play. Always swearing by Jove, and by Jupiter and by everyone like that. And when they do, it’s ‘bring on the smoking egg cup’. [Laughs.] I suppose it always adds something to dip your hand in a bit of smoke.



So that was your first production at the Old Vic; then later you played Regan at the RSC with Donald Sinden as Lear. Could he play the tyrant?


Well, Donald was so lovely. He was peerless in the RSC production of London Assurance, as Benedick in Much Ado, and as Malvolio. But although it was a great ambition of his to play Lear, I don’t remember him being as remarkable in the role. Then again, I didn’t see it from the front.

Lear says some terrible things. You’ve really got to be able to bring the gods down. Donald was great with the audience, he had a wonderful warm rapport with them, but you can’t do that in this. You can’t charm the audience as Lear.

My husband, Mikey, played the Fool. He was terrific – very vulnerable and childlike. He’d also played the Fool opposite Eric Porter in an earlier production at the RSC. He always maintained that Eric was the best Lear he’d ever seen.



The RSC production is credited with having three directors – Trevor Nunn, John Barton and Barry Kyle. Did that not split the focus? Was it confusing?


I don’t remember. But it is very strange. Yes, I wonder why there were three of them.

I tell you what was confusing – the costumes. I couldn’t quite reconcile the way we were presented at the beginning with the people we later became. The production began very formally, like the state opening of parliament. As Lear’s three daughters, we wore Légion d’honneur medals, white dresses, blue sashes, tiaras, long gloves, and we had our hair scraped back. It made a very bold statement – Russian aristocracy. But, to me, those clothes belong to a much later, more enlightened society. I’m not saying that somebody who dresses like that can’t behave appallingly. But it felt too sophisticated, somehow, for all the savage cruelty and brutish violence that was to follow.



Yet I’m sure you could comb through history and find world leaders who are smartly dressed and present themselves as decent and highly moral—


Yes, indeed, and I’m sure that was the intention, but I found it difficult to reconcile those two sides of Regan. It’s a very barbaric, barren play – very pagan. It’s not a Christian world. And perhaps that’s what I felt at the beginning: that we were presenting something not quite in line with the play’s paganism.



Is it difficult when a design concept is imposed on you? For instance, in this case you’re in a Jacobean play which is set in Ancient Britain, and you’re performing it in 1976 through the prism of Tsarist Russia. There are so many time frames you have to negotiate.


Yes, that’s exactly what it was.



It’s a terrific opening, isn’t it?


Oh, it’s a cracking way to start a play. King Lear is getting old and has decided to relinquish power to his three daughters. To work out how to divide up the kingdom, he asks: ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ It’s such a ridiculous question, so excessive, so unjust. It seems like one big game to him.

Everybody already knows that his youngest daughter, Cordelia, is his favourite – he goes on about her alarmingly – calls her his ‘joy’, and says ‘I loved her most.’ And so no doubt he’s got some nice treats up his sleeve for her. She’ll probably get huge swathes of the mainland, and perhaps the Isles of Scilly and Orkney and Shetland. That’s what I’d like. And she’ll also get Gatwick and Heathrow and the M25. [Laughs.]

So things are loaded against the older sisters, Regan and Goneril, from the outset. That’s why they have to wax lyrical about their father in response to his mad question – praise him to the hilt in order to be rewarded with a sizeable chunk of the country.

And after the two of them lay it on thick, Lear turns to Cordelia to ask ‘what can you say to draw / A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.’ And she replies: ‘Nothing, my lord.’

It’s a shocking moment, because the whole court is there. ‘Nothing?’ he asks again. ‘Nothing,’ she replies. This was meant to be a big day – ceremonial, a conclusive handing over of power. But Cordelia refuses to play ball and flatter her father: ‘Why have my sisters husbands, if they say / They love you all?’ It’s a strong argument. She’s exposing their insincerity. But Lear doesn’t see it like that and goes into a rage. He interprets it that Cordelia doesn’t love him. He’s a – he’s a – well he’s such a stupid man, Lear. [Laughs.] He’s so thin-skinned – totally lacking in wit and self-awareness.



Lear is furious and divides the kingdom between Goneril and Regan, dismissing Cordelia’s claim to any inheritance: ‘Hence, and avoid my sight.’


And that’s when he buggers off in a huff and the three sisters are left alone together. Cordelia doesn’t pull any punches: ‘I know you what you are,’ she says to Goneril and Regan. ‘Time shall unfold what plaited cunning hides.’ She’s a spiky girl. That’s not to say that she’s not deeply hurt. But she knows what they’re up to. And she turns out to be right.

Doesn’t ever sound as if they were close, the three of them, does it? I have always had a feeling that Goneril and Regan are quite a bit older than Cordelia. They’re so ghastly to her. Embittered and jealous on account of all the attention their little sister has received. Cordelia probably had all the best presents growing up, and I’ve always imagined that Lear was much more demonstrative and tactile with her. Things like that would rankle like hell with her older siblings.



Is there a danger of Regan and Goneril becoming pantomime villains?


Well, they’re introduced as villains from the outset. They’re not given a chance really. And because Cordelia has all those asides in that first scene, the audience are automatically rooting for her. Whereas Regan and Goneril are presented as a couple of go-getters with very little to redeem them. As an actor, you can only behave in the way that it’s written on the page, you can’t add your own words to pad out a backstory. Hopefully a life then forms underneath and you begin to understand where their behaviour springs from. Maybe Regan had a tricky upbringing, or perhaps there’s something about her being a middle child – I think you can work a lot with that, to explain some of her motivations. She’s not the eldest and she’s not the youngest, she’s been passed by, overlooked, and harbours a bubbling resentment. You fill in the gaps, fill in the life, and hopefully the audience will start to see why Regan says those things and behaves that way, given the circumstances.

I played Regan with a slight stammer. No idea why – probably to do with being afraid of her father. Or maybe just to differentiate the two older sisters. Cordelia stands alone – brave, single-minded, moral – but sometimes I think it’s difficult to tell Goneril and Regan apart. I lost the stammer when I began to gain power.



Cordelia says goodbye to her two older sisters—


And leaves to marry the King of France. Because don’t forget there are also two suitors in that opening scene who both want to marry Cordelia – the Duke of Burgundy and the King of France. That’s why when Cordelia says to her father: ‘Nothing, my lord,’ I think she’s also testing the mettle of France and Burgundy – to see which one will stick by her. After Cordelia loses her dowry, Burgundy dumps her. He’s a creep, Burgundy. But the King of France remains loyal. So Cordelia entreats her sisters to take good care of their father, and leaves for France. Let’s just hope that the King of France was the one she actually wanted to marry.



Regan and Goneril immediately start worrying about how they’re going to care for their increasingly irascible father – his ‘unruly waywardness’, as Goneril calls it.


He’s a nightmare. They have a huge problem. With Cordelia gone, the pressure is now on them to look after him. The plan is that Lear spends alternate months with Goneril and Regan. But they don’t want the responsibility. He’s demanding, unstable, and insists on travelling everywhere with his hundred knights.



It’s a tricky moment when the child has to become the parent. Do you remember it happening with your own parents?


Not really, because we moved my mother and Mikey’s parents into our family home in Charlecote, outside Stratford-upon-Avon. (My father had already died.) On the whole it worked out very well with us all living together. At least it allowed Fint to grow up with her grandparents. But sometimes we’d come back to the house after rehearsal and you could tell by the way Michael’s mother answered the front door that there’d been dissension in the camp. [Laughs.]



Do you worry about people having to look after you one day?


No, you know what I worry about – being patronised with a ‘How are we?’ and ‘Do we have a carer?’ That’s what a paramedic once said to me: ‘Do we have a carer?’ I wanted to say: ‘I’ve just done eight fucking weeks at the Garrick.’



Regan and her husband, Cornwall, arrive unannounced at the Earl of Gloucester’s castle.


Yes. They’ve heard that Lear and his hundred knights have been causing chaos at Goneril’s house and that Lear and Goneril have had a bust-up. Regan doesn’t want to be at home in case her father descends on her. Can you imagine catering for that lot? Not to mention all the shouting and whoring. She’s not an idiot, Regan.

I had a change of costume for this scene, and arrived at Gloucester’s in a full-length fur coat, fur hat and boots. I remember standing in front of a mirror backstage and thinking, God, this’ll slay them. I thought I looked sensational as Regan. Then the actors Mike Gwilym and Nick [Nickolas] Grace came to the dress rehearsal and afterwards in the Dirty Duck told me not to run in all that fur in case a farmer took a pot shot at me. Well, that put the kibosh on it, because all I could see in the mirror after that was a giant rabbit. [Laughs.]



So Regan and her husband are safely ensconced at the Earl of Gloucester’s castle – or at least they think they’re safe – but Lear has found out where they are and pays them a surprise visit.


Lear demands to speak to his daughter, but she sends word back that she’s had an exhausting journey and retired to her room. Already the power is shifting. Regan no longer feels answerable to her father. Lear threatens to create havoc outside her bedroom door.



Regan eventually appears and says: ‘I am glad to see your highness.’ Lear replies: ‘Regan, I think you are.’


Such an uncomfortable exchange. It hints at how difficult the affection is between them. I suspect Regan’s always had to negotiate her prickly relationship with her father. There’s nothing natural and easy about it. She’s also being hypocritical because we know she’s not pleased to see him – that’s why she’s at Gloucester’s house trying to avoid him. Again, it makes you question her sincerity in that first scene when she was being so effusive.



Lear heaps praise on Regan and says some dreadful things about her sister, Goneril.


Oh, he’s very critical of Goneril – curses her, wishes her ill health, calls on the gods to make her sterile – and then goes to town about how badly he’s been treated by her. It must all be very unsettling for Regan. It’s the capriciousness of his age: you never know which way he’s going to jump. We see the sisters continuously having to walk on eggshells around him.

Lear overdoes his admiration for ‘beloved Regan’ which immediately makes her mistrust him. She knows he’s up to something. He’s probably angling to move in with her. That’s why she defends her sister and tries to persuade her father to see Goneril’s virtues. Regan wants him to return to Goneril – along with his hundred knights – so that she doesn’t have to look after him.

The scene then goes into another gear when Goneril arrives. I went over and gave her a kiss, which is a huge act of defiance towards Lear, as it shows Regan siding with her sister.

And then comes all that bartering over the number of knights their father can have. Goneril insists he must only have fifty, but Regan refuses to entertain more than twenty-five. Lear turns to her: ‘I gave you all—’ to which Regan replies: ‘And in good time you gave it’ – another loaded response from her. You need to decide whether or not you want to play the resentment on that line.



Lear shuns Regan and turns to Goneril:



LEAR

Thy fifty yet doth double five and twenty,

And thou art twice her love.





It’s a very strange way of evaluating love, isn’t it?


Yes, but it’s strange from the beginning. From the very outset that’s what the argument has been about – quantifying love – which always gets people into trouble. Love and money.



Why is Lear so keen to retain all those knights?


What else does he have? The knights give him the illusion that he still has authority and a kingdom and a position, which in his heart he must know that he’s losing. Goneril asks him: ‘What need you five and twenty? Ten? Or five?’ And Regan delivers the killer blow: ‘What need one?’ He’s devastated. It’s a heartbreaking scene, because you see a family fragmenting, albeit a very dysfunctional family.



It’s strange how we need external trappings to validate ourselves. Like those actors who complain about their trailer being too small when they’re on a film set.


Well, that’s just daft. That’s not what the work’s about. It’s making up for what they’re not doing on the set. Put the energy into the performance, not into complaining that your trailer’s the wrong size, or too far away. God, it drives me mad. They obviously lack confidence. Though in Lear’s case, I think he’s also aware that his mind is going and the power draining out of him. It must be very frightening.



Discussing the play with you, I don’t see Regan and Goneril as pantomime villains. They’ve got strong arguments.


Yes, I think they have. You can understand it from everyone’s point of view.

Regan tries to reason with her father. Yes, of course he must come and stay, but she doesn’t want him bringing the whole court with him, making all those demands. It’s not practical. And besides, she’s ‘out of that provision’, which means she hasn’t had a chance to pop to Tesco’s.

And what’s Lear’s reaction? He marches out of the house, making himself vulnerable to an approaching storm. It’s his decision to subject himself to the wind and the rain, and so the consequences are his own. He’s being irrational. Regan thinks to hell with him, it’s his own stupid fault: shut the door, lock him out. It’s cruel, but what’s the alternative?



[image: ]

The Earl of Gloucester has heard about a plot to kill Lear, and helps to facilitate the King’s escape to Dover. When Regan and her husband find out, they’re furious – and even more so when they discover that Gloucester has also been treacherously communicating with the French. They decide to punish him.


Oh, this is a ghastly scene. Gloucester is brought in, and they strap him to a chair. ‘Bind fast his corky arms,’ somebody shouts out – ‘corky’ meaning ‘old and withered’. It’s so cruel. They interrogate him and he confesses to everything. His defence is that he wanted to protect Lear from his two eldest daughters. He says to Regan:


GLOUCESTER

Because I would not see thy cruel nails

Pluck out his poor old eyes; nor thy fierce sister

In his anointed flesh stick boarish fangs.



And that’s when Regan’s husband, Cornwall, gets the idea to blind him: ‘Out vile jelly’ and all that. Audience members used to faint during the eye-gouging scene.

John Woodvine, who played Cornwall, would reach into his pocket for the fake eye, which I think was a lychee with a blood bag inside it. He’d then stand over Gloucester, who was strapped to the chair, and with his back to the audience would pretend to reach deep into Gloucester’s eye socket and scoop out his eye, and then he’d flick it. Phut! And more often than not, the lychee would hit the proscenium arch and stick to it. Great aim.

A few nights into the run, I happened to glance up at the proscenium and saw all these eyeballs staring back at me. Stage management hadn’t removed them. [Laughs.] I thought: That’s a bit of a giveaway. But it was very funny. When Trevor Nunn found out, he told us off because he knew it made us laugh, and John wasn’t allowed to throw them any more.



Regan seems particularly vindictive and cruel during the interrogation of Gloucester – perhaps more so than her husband.


Oh, there’s no end to her vindictiveness. She says and does some appalling things – asks for Gloucester to be hanged, yanks him by the beard, urges her husband to pluck out his other eye – she really sticks the boot in. But her behaviour is the consequence of her life up until now: a tricky relationship with her father, new-found power, resentment of her sisters – especially the younger one: there’s a whole host of antagonisms and tensions. And Gloucester being duplicitous tips her over the edge – she goes to the extreme of her character.

A servant tries to intervene to save Gloucester, and in the fracas, Regan’s husband, Cornwall, is wounded. Regan grabs a sword and stabs the servant in the back, which gives you another indication of what she’s capable of. And when Gloucester calls for his adopted son, Edmund, to intercede, she delights in telling him that it was Edmund who betrayed him in the first place.

Regan then orders the blind Gloucester to be thrown out of the house: ‘Let him smell / His way to Dover.’ Dreadful. But see what I mean? How do you reconcile those cultivated, civilised sisters that we met at the beginning of the play with somebody who would say that? I know people do terrible things – however they’re dressed, or however they’re brought up – but nevertheless … it’s real barbarism.

And all this happens in Gloucester’s own house! Regan and Cornwall are meant to be his guests. It’s no way to behave, is it? You’d dread them coming to stay for the weekend.



Cornwall dies of his wounds and Regan is now a widow.


Yes, but not for long, as she’s keen to marry Gloucester’s son, Edmund. She doesn’t spend much time mourning Cornwall – she’s straight on to the next one. I suspect she’s had the hots for Edmund for a while. But her hackles are raised when she finds out that her sister, Goneril, is already having an affair with him. She says to Goneril’s servant:


REGAN

I know your lady does not love her husband,

I am sure of that; and at her late being here

She gave strange oeillades and most speaking looks

To noble Edmund.



‘Oeillades’ – what a wonderful word. It means ‘ogling’, ‘a suggestive glance’. Regan doesn’t miss a trick, does she? She’s consumed with jealousy. And this is when it all starts to fall apart between the two sisters because they both fancy the pants off Edmund. Regan needs reassurance from him that he doesn’t desire Goneril. She’s very suspicious, and determined to keep them apart. What both sisters don’t know is that Edmund is playing them off against each other.

Rather a good role, Regan.



You’ve changed your tune.


Well, thinking about it, she is quite a good part. I don’t think I served the play enough when I did it. I could have gone deeper – explored her motives and background more. It’s a much more complex role than I realised.

In the last scene, Cordelia and Lear have been captured, and Edmund is at loggerheads with Goneril’s husband, Albany – they’re quarrelling about how to treat the prisoners. Albany has to remind Edmund that he’s not an equal but a subordinate, and that’s when Regan steps in to publicly announce her engagement to him. Goneril joins the fray and the two sisters bicker over their feelings for Edmund.

I love the fact that this becomes their priority: who’s having sex with whom. It’s so extraordinary that something domestic and personal like jealousy suddenly rears its head at this stage of the play. In the middle of great battles and the King of France landing, and Lear being imprisoned – all of a sudden these two are fighting over the same man.



Someone said that good writing should contain three levels of conflict – personal (inner conflict), interpersonal (between family and friends) and extra-personal (societal conflict). You’ve got all three in this scene.


You certainly have. And a similar thing happens when you’re preparing a part. First, you take on what it says on the page and you put it through a sieve so that you understand it on a personal level. And then you consider it in relation to the other characters – how you’re affecting each other. And then you open it up to the wider audience. Acting is an amalgam of so many things.



And what is that sieve you put it through?


It’s the decisions you make about how you can best interpret the part that’s been written. And you have to be both subjective (inside the character’s head) and objective (maintain an overall view of the play).

You also mustn’t lose sight of the function of the part. You mustn’t elongate or stretch the character so that it’s pulled out of shape. We’ve all seen performances like that where actors seem to think their part is more important than it is – start overdoing it. It’s knowing how much and how little to play, in order to serve the story. Each part is a jigsaw piece and needs to fit in to the overall design.



Regan has rather an ignominious end.


She imagines she’s going to marry Edmund, but discovers that Goneril is already engaged to him. A bit tough on Goneril’s husband, who’s just standing there, unconsidered. But Goneril doesn’t give a fig about him – their relationship has fallen apart.

Unbeknownst to Regan, she’s already been poisoned by her sister and starts to become more and more sick. She is eventually led away to die.

When Edmund is killed by his brother, Goneril is so bereft that she stabs herself through the heart.

At the end of the play, the bodies of Regan and Goneril are brought back onstage and Lear arrives with Cordelia’s executed corpse. The family haven’t been together since that very first scene – and now Lear stands there, amongst his three dead daughters. Reunited, but under such dreadful circumstances.

Mmm … Very, very bleak. You need a stiff drink afterwards.



In 2016 Liverpool University carried out an experiment. They wanted to find out the impact of Shakespeare’s words on the brain. To test this, they used one of Albany’s lines to his wife, Goneril. In reference to Lear, Albany says: ‘A father, and a gracious aged man … have you madded.’ Scans showed that the word ‘madded’ fired off a lot of electrical activity in the brain. When ‘madded’ was changed to ‘enraged’ – a word we’re all familiar with – there was very little brain activity. It just proves that unusual phrases and words can give us a jolt – in the same way that you got excited about ‘oeillades’.


Exactly. That’s why I don’t think we should update the language. It always loses something in translation – the poetry and the fizz. Or it loses its rhythm.



But people have always played around with Shakespeare – updated it, tried to make it more accessible.


Of course they have – cut scenes and lines to make characters more (and sometimes less) palatable. Famously, the seventeenth-century poet Nahum Tate rewrote King Lear to ensure that Cordelia and Lear survived, with Lear regaining his kingdom. That was the prevailing version for 150 years.

And wasn’t Robert Graves commissioned by Laurence Olivier to rewrite parts of Much Ado for Zeffirelli? And John Barton rewrote huge chunks of the History Cycle for the RSC. So no, it’s not a new phenomenon.

It’s like the King James Bible – I love it and I’m not very keen when they update it. Not because I’m old-fashioned, I just think replacing ‘forgive us our trespasses’ with ‘forgive us our sins’ flattens the language. ‘For now we see through a glass darkly’ becomes ‘Now we see a reflection in a mirror’, which is not the same thing. It means the opposite, in fact. It’s meant to make it easier, but it traduces the language, reduces our imagination. Why can’t we be made to work a bit? But maybe that’s because I’m nostalgic for the rhythms and the music of my childhood. Each to their own. It’s all a matter of taste. Just don’t expect me to say words Shakespeare didn’t write.






Failure

It’s so important to be allowed to fail in a rehearsal room, isn’t it?


Of course. Because it’s only through failure, and trial and error, that you discover your performance. How does a baby learn to balance unless it falls over? But you also need to give yourself permission to fail during the actual performance itself; and to take risks. You obviously can’t vary things so much that you unseat the other actors, and you have to remain within the framework created by the director during rehearsals, but you must be open to new discoveries each night.

But you can only fail if you feel safe, and that stems from the director and the environment they’ve created. With Trevor [Nunn] for instance, there was always so much laughter in the rehearsal room and that really helps. Laughing opens the valve and releases the pressure. My God, he would encourage us to explore and risk and push ourselves beyond our own perceived limitations. It’s a bit like that Robert Browning quote: ‘Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, / Or what’s a heaven for?’

But ultimately we all fail at acting, don’t we?



What do you mean by that?


Don’t let’s pretend that everything’s hunky-dory and we’re always giving great performances. Yes, once or twice we might achieve something half-decent, but it’s very rare that anyone goes to see a play and thinks: That is absolutely brilliant. Sometimes they might, but those actors won’t be brilliant like that every single night … at least I don’t expect so. And often it’s not an actor’s whole performance that blows an audience member away – it could just be a particular moment that they never forget.



What’s the closest you’ve got to giving a good performance?


That’s for others to decide, but I do remember on the first preview of Antony and Cleopatra … in my dressing room afterwards, Peter Hall said, ‘Well, it went as well tonight as it possibly could have done, given all the work we’ve done so far.’ It was one of those really miraculous evenings where everything coalesced, but then that’s not good enough for the next night. And God forbid if you try to repeat what you did – that’s fatal.

You need to rethink your performance each night and hopefully, with a bit of luck, something new will be released, because there’s never an end to the array of possibilities, especially with Shakespeare. And I would mistrust any actor who said there was.

I also love it when things go wrong on stage. If a scene change doesn’t happen, or somebody’s late for a cue or forgets a prop, it forces you to be alive to the moment and work around it. There’s magic to be mined in mistakes.






The Comedy of Errors

Adriana

You’ve been involved in two productions of The Comedy of Errors – both musicals: you played Adriana in Trevor Nunn’s adaptation for the RSC in 1976, and then you directed The Boys from Syracuse at Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre in 1991.


Yes. The play really lends itself to being a musical, probably because so much of it is in rhyme.

The Boys from Syracuse is by Rodgers and Hart and very loosely based on Shakespeare’s play. Peter Woodward had a song called ‘You Have Cast Your Shadow on the Sea’. It was so beautiful that during rehearsals I used to find fault with it, so that he would have to sing it to me over and over again. [Laughs.]

Trevor’s musical adaptation was much more faithful to Shakespeare’s original. I thought it was inspired. It felt unprecedented to have so many RSC actors having a go at singing and dancing for the first time. But Trevor held it all together with his usual good humour, rigour and attention to detail.



Is he very prescriptive as a director?


Trevor? No. Never. He’s done his homework, knows exactly what he wants, but still allows you plenty of scope to discover things. He just provides you with a strong framework, as did John Napier with his wonderful design.

Our set was a town square in Ephesus – very redolent of a sunny Greek coastal resort that you might visit on holiday, with balconies, a taverna and market traders. There was a priory on one side of the stage, and Adriana’s house (which she shares with her husband, sister and servants) on the other.

Before the play started, the stage was a hive of activity with people sweeping and delivering groceries, and tourists arriving and being served coffee. I’d come out, as Adriana, on to my balcony and give a wave to somebody in the audience, and they’d wave right back. Oh, it was heavenly. The pre-show action helped blur the boundary between the auditorium and stage and allowed the audience to feel included in the life of the town.



You and I, Jude, have just sat and watched the film version of the production. Was it recorded live in front of an audience?


No, that would’ve been too intrusive because we had cameras onstage doing close-ups and high-angle shots. We filmed it in the theatre over several days and then it was intercut with reactions from the audience later on. I like that bit at the beginning of the film when you see people arriving at the theatre in the rain and the ‘House Full’ sign going up. It gives it a real sense of occasion.



Why is The Comedy of Errors described as a comedy in the First Folio when it starts with an old man about to be executed?


It’s called a comedy because it’s not a history, and nor is it a tragedy as nobody dies at the end.



The story is based on a play by Plautus. But whereas Plautus had one set of twins, Shakespeare used two: twin masters, both called Antipholus, and their twin servants, both called Dromio.

When they were babies, both sets of twins were shipwrecked and became separated. One master and servant grew up in Syracuse, the other pair in Ephesus.

On reaching adulthood, Antipholus of Syracuse decided to travel to Ephesus in search of his lost twin. He left five years ago, and still hasn’t returned home, so his father, Egeon, has gone to Ephesus to find him. But …

Syracuse and Ephesus are at war, and Egeon is soon captured and condemned to death for illegally entering the country. The play opens with Egeon being told that if he can raise a ransom by sundown, he’ll be free to leave Ephesus. If not, he will be killed.


I agree, not many laughs, but it quietens and focuses the audience before the mayhem kicks in. Most of Shakespeare’s comedies start with displacement and strife. The tragedies, on the other hand, tend to open with celebrations and optimism.



What did you wear as Adriana?


A multi-coloured crepe silk number with embroidered butterflies on the shoulder, and a seventies Bohemian headscarf. The two Antipholus brothers were in white suits with a shock of black curly hair – they looked staggeringly similar – as did Mikey and Nick Grace, who played the servants, Dromio, in their dungarees and orange wigs. They even moved like each other – it was uncanny.



The story is plot-driven rather than character-led. Does that make it more difficult to play?


Not necessarily. There may not be the psychological complexity as there is, for instance, in Macbeth, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to dig as deep into the character. And you still have to play it incredibly seriously.

Yet there is psychological depth, because the master and servant from Syracuse know that they have a twin, while their respective siblings from Ephesus each believe themselves to be an only child. And when you think of Adriana … well – her story is about the breakdown of a marriage. The play goes deeper than you think. Yes, ultimately its complexity comes from its plot rather than character. But it’s a chicken-and-egg situation – the one informs the other – characters create plot and plots reveal character.

There’s nothing extraneous in the play, is there? Very hard to cut, I imagine. It’s a superb, intricately designed story.



Adriana is furious that her husband, Antipholus of Ephesus, is late home for lunch. She has had to send out their servant, Dromio, to fetch him.


It’s a marriage involving very little trust. Adriana suspects her husband of having an affair – and she’s probably right because he’s never at home. She imagines that he’s off with the courtesan living across the square, who’s always popping out on to her balcony with too few clothes on.


ADRIANA

I know his eye doth homage otherwhere,

Or else what lets it but he would be here?





Her sister, Luciana, defends her brother-in-law’s absence, saying that ‘A man is master of his liberty.’


Which is ridiculous because as Adriana says: ‘Why should their liberty than ours be more?’ Adriana wants equality. If she herself went out gallivanting, her husband would soon have something to say about it. Besides, Luciana is in no position to offer marriage guidance as she’s yet to find a husband. In our musical version, this whole scene became a duet between myself and Francesca Annis, who played Luciana.

Francesca always had her nose in a book, which I thought was an inspired character choice. There’s a touch of the romantic idealist about Luciana, whereas Adriana is more of a pragmatist. The two sisters are beautifully delineated: Adriana is mercurial and hot-tempered, with her emotions nearer to the surface; Luciana is more rational, steady and calm.

Luciana believes that men are intrinsically superior, which is incendiary to Adriana:


ADRIANA

This servitude makes you to keep unwed.

LUCIANA

Not this, but troubles of the marriage-bed.



Ouch! Luciana is having another dig at her sister. She doesn’t think it right that Adriana is forever kicking up a shindy. It’s obviously a very volatile household, with rows going on all the time. I imagine a lot of vases being smashed.



The servant, Dromio of Ephesus, returns, having failed to bring his master home.


Adriana is fuming. It reminds me of the day when Mikey and I had some friends over for lunch at our house. He took a few of them down the pub for a drink, while the rest of us stayed home and cooked. I told Mikey to be back by two and when they didn’t turn up on time we locked the doors and started eating. They did eventually appear and we left them standing in the garden. We took absolutely no notice. They had to get a ladder and climb in through the bedroom window.

In the play, Adriana is so angry with her husband that she takes it out on their servant, Dromio. Poor chap, he always bears the brunt of it. I think that’s when I sprayed him with a soda siphon. He’s once again sent off packing to fetch his master, and complains about being treated like a ‘football’. You don’t expect Shakespeare to use the word football, do you?

Adriana feels defeated. Her husband has extinguished the sparkle she once had: her looks, her joie de vivre, her dress sense, her witty conversation. ‘What ruins are in me that can be found / By him not ruined?’ All she asks of her husband is that he’s around a little more, pays her some attention, throws her a smile now and again: ‘A sunny look of his would soon repair.’



In the next scene, and in what is the longest speech in the play, Adriana lambasts a man who she believes to be her husband.


That’s right. I would come out on to the balcony, see a man who I thought was my husband, and do a couple of stabbing gestures, to indicate: You! Inside! Now!



Having seen the film of the production, I must say that’s a very funny moment. Did you discover it in the rehearsal room?


No, it was during a run-through on the stage. Suddenly being given the balcony to stand on and looking down at him, it just happened. I can remember Trevor laughing a lot. Antipholus of Syracuse (the wrong twin – not my husband) is totally perplexed: ‘Who wafts us yonder?’ he asks.

And then comes this great speech from Adriana: ‘Ay, ay, Antipholus, look strange and frown’. She’s like a runaway train, she doesn’t pause for breath.


ADRIANA

The time was once when thou unurged wouldst vow

That never words were music to thine ear,

That never object pleasing in thine eye,

That never touch well welcome to thy hand,

That never meat sweet-savoured in thy taste,

Unless I spake, or looked, or touched, or carved to thee.



In those opening lines, Adriana references the different senses – sound, sight, touch, taste – and she builds on the word ‘never’, which is repeated four times. It’s always useful to understand the structure or the scaffolding of a speech, as it anchors you and gives you the freedom to play.

Adriana vacillates between swooning with love and being livid. And her argument is very valid – it’s what you would say to a husband who never comes home. She’s vulnerable and desperate. If Antipholus is off having affairs then yes, she, too, is contaminated with the shame of ‘an adulterate blot’, as she calls it. The whole speech is a cri de coeur. She wants her husband back, and for him to remain faithful – as befits their wedding vows. But the irony (and what makes it funny) is that she’s opening up her heart to the wrong person.

After listening to that long list of matrimonial grievances and recriminations, Roger [Rees, who played Antipholus of Syracuse] paused, looked at the audience, scrutinised his servant, Dromio, and then said: ‘Plead you to me, fair dame?’ Well – it stopped the show, and proves that when you play the truth, the laughs take care of themselves. I also think that innocence is important in comedy. Characters are often completely unaware of the full facts, which allows the audience to feel one step ahead. Audiences love knowing more than the characters.



Antipholus of Syracuse is utterly bewildered.


He thinks she’s a witch – as does his servant, who believes they’ve arrived in ‘fairy land’ and that the place is full of sprites and goblins. Did you know that the words ‘witch’ and ‘satan’ are mentioned more in this play than they are in Macbeth?

Adriana suspects that this confused look he’s giving her is yet another one of her husband’s games. And so she tries a different tack – you try everything in an argument. She becomes less angry, more forgiving.


ADRIANA

Come, I will fasten on this sleeve of thine:

Thou art an elm, my husband, I a vine.



This was when I wrapped myself around him and wouldn’t let him go.


ADRIANA

Come sir, to dinner. Dromio, keep the gate.

Husband, I’ll dine above with you today.



The world’s gone topsy-turvy as far as Antipholus of Syracuse is concerned. He’s lost all volition and, enchanted, follows Adriana into the house.



Is there any significance in that word ‘above’?


Definitely. She means the bedroom. And telling Dromio to ‘keep the gate’ is underlining the fact that they don’t want to be disturbed. They’re going off to have a lot more than a three-course meal. They’re about to have a wonderful, passionate making-up scene.



Do you find you need to go for the pain to release the comedy?


No, not at all. You go for the truth.



But these characters are in extremis. Adriana is having to deal with an adulterous husband, a self-righteous, pontificating sister, and servants who vigorously deny Adriana’s version of events. It’s a very frightening world.


Yes of course, and you must play all that. But if you play the dark side too much, you blow the comedy. It would be like playing Macbeth for laughs. Adriana’s emotions shoot up and down, like a graph, and you need to explore the highs as well as the lows – she has such mercurial changes of mood. The important thing is to focus on the truth and the comedy will follow.



In the next scene there’s a huge ruckus going on outside Adriana’s front door.


Yes: her real husband and servant have returned home and can’t get into their own house. Trevor directed a load of business with the intercom. Mikey (Dromio of Syracuse) was on the inside of the door speaking to Nick Grace (Dromio of Ephesus) on the outside. I ran out on to the balcony and told them all to bugger off and keep the noise down. We spent ages choreographing that sequence because it relies on one group of people not being able to see the other, but the audience needing to see everybody.

We lobbed missiles from the balcony, while the twins in the street protected themselves with an enormous umbrella. We threw everything we could find – cushions and trays and – God, yes, one night, I frisbeed a metal tray and it went straight out into the audience! We all went [sharp intake of breath] – it could have sliced somebody’s head off. It flew all the way up into the dress circle.



After an afternoon of passion with Antipholus of Syracuse, Adriana discovers that the very same man has since gone on to make declarations of love towards her sister, Luciana.


It never ends, does it? That’s the last thing Adriana needs – for the person who she believes to be her husband to be making a pass at her sister. Adriana was already unhappy – and now she not only mistrusts her husband, but suspects her sister. Luciana makes it worse by admitting that under different circumstances she might have reciprocated his advances.

Adriana denounces her husband with a torrent of insults, calling him: ‘deformed, crooked, old and sere’ – ‘sere’ meaning ‘past it’, ‘clapped out’ – ‘Ill-faced, worse bodied, shapeless everywhere’. And I gave a slight pause before ‘everywhere’ to imply that he had … well …



What? A kink in his penis?


Something like that – certainly unusually shaped. [Laughs.]



Adriana continues to catalogue her husband’s failings, saying that he’s:



ADRIANA

Vicious, ungentle, foolish, blunt, unkind;

Stigmatical in making, worse in mind.





How do you play those long lists?


You think of each word, see it as a picture – visually sharpen and polish it – and then join them all together. It’s like pearls on a necklace.

After her tirade, Adriana acknowledges that deep down she’s still very much in love with her husband. But then she’s hit with another problem: she hears that he has been arrested for an unpaid debt. So now Adriana could lose the house, as well as her marriage. It just gets worse. Everything is unravelling.



Having been told that her (real) husband, Antipholus of Ephesus, is running amok – angry at being arrested and still ranting about being locked out of his own home – Adriana decides that he’s gone stark raving mad, and calls upon the conjuror Dr Pinch to try to exorcise his demons.


I had to call out: ‘Is there a doctor in the house?’ because Pinch used to be planted in the audience. This became a big song and dance number in Trevor’s musical version, which ended with my (real) husband and servant being bound and gagged and bundled off home under the care of Dr Pinch.



No sooner have they left, but they reappear from the opposite direction. They are, of course, the other twins from Syracuse, wielding swords and threatening everybody. Panic ensues and everybody flees.


This turned into another chase sequence in our production.

Our Greek square had been set up for an outdoor cinema with rows of seating. At one point in the chase we came bursting through the cinema screen while a film was playing. Everybody leapt to their feet, all except one waiter, who continued watching the film, oblivious to the chaos around him.

Richard Griffiths, who played the incompetent police officer, and was dressed in Greek military uniform with a puffed white skirt and pom-poms on his shoes, got goosed by a cactus. [Laughs.] He also fired a gun in the air, and much, much later a bird dropped from the sky. It was that kind of humour – very silly.

The chase ends with Antipholus and Dromio escaping into the priory and slamming the doors behind them. There’s a huge commotion and the Abbess has to come out and tell them all to shut up.



So just to be clear: Adriana’s real husband and servant are tied up in their own house with Dr Pinch on one side of the stage, and on the opposite side are the other Antipholus and Dromio, who are hiding in the priory.


Exactly that. It’s surprisingly easy to follow when you’re watching it, much harder to understand when having it explained.

Instead of handing over Antipholus, the Abbess starts grilling Adriana about her marital difficulties and concludes that it was Adriana’s relentless criticisms of her husband that tipped him over the edge.


LADY ABBESS

The venom clamours of a jealous woman

Poisons more deadly than a mad dog’s tooth.





Why does Adriana remain silent during the Abbess’ long sermon? Why doesn’t she defend herself?


Because Adriana knows that she’s partly to blame. Yes, her husband probably does have a roving eye, but maybe Adriana could’ve handled it better. Nice that Luciana sticks up for her sister:


LUCIANA

She never reprehended him but mildly,

When he demeaned himself rough, rude and wildly.



The Abbess refuses to hand over Antipholus and disappears back into the priory. And that’s when the Duke arrives with poor Egeon. Remember him? The old man from the top of the play, who is about be executed for illegally entering the country. Our Duke wore military uniform and dark glasses; he looked a bit like Gaddafi.



Adriana appeals to the Duke to help release her husband from the priory, and implies that she only agreed to marry Antipholus: ‘at [the Duke’s] important letters’.


It sounds as if she needed a bit of persuading to marry Antipholus, doesn’t it? Adriana is obviously a woman of considerable means and stature in Ephesus, and was financially independent enough to be able to choose herself a husband.



A servant rushes in to say that Antipholus and Dromio have broken loose of their bonds and are causing havoc at home.


Which can’t be true, because everybody’s just seen them enter the priory. But the servant is insistent and describes how Antipholus has set fire to Dr Pinch and thrown dirty water over him, and Dromio is now nicking him with scissors. At which point, Antipholus and Dromio appear from the house. When we filmed it, they entered on a zipwire from the balcony, but that never happened during the stage show.


ADRIANA

Ay me, it is my husband! Witness you

That he is borne about invisible:

Even now we housed him in the abbey here,

And now he’s there, past thought of human reason.




Antipholus makes his own appeal to the Duke. Like Adriana, it’s another long speech, which repeats the plot but offers no new information to the audience. How does this advance the story?


In both of those speeches, they are not only offering their own version of events, but also making a formal statement to the Duke – who in our production was sitting at a table, as if in a courtroom. No, the speeches may not advance the story, but after all the mayhem and running around, it’s a moment of stillness – it allows the audience to catch their breath and be reminded of what’s happened so far.

The Duke can’t make head nor tail of the numerous conflicting arguments. He thinks they’re either all in cahoots or ‘stark mad’. It’s only when the priory doors swing open and the Abbess approaches with the second set of twins that the mystery is solved. Suddenly all the knots are untied as both pairs of twins stand facing each other. It’s a stunning moment – it’s what the audience have been longing for. Egeon is reunited with his sons and his servants, and – wait for it – the Abbess is revealed to be Egeon’s long-lost wife. It’s marvellous.



[image: ]

Shakespeare always poses a question at the beginning of his plays – it’s what keeps the audience in their seats, waiting to see if it’ll be answered. Will Hamlet avenge his father’s murder? Will Isabella be able to save her brother’s life in Measure for Measure? And here in Comedy of Errors (as in Twelfth Night) it’s: Will the twins be reunited?



But there is still a major hurdle to overcome for Adriana.


Oh God, yes. She probably goes hot and cold when she asks the Antipholus twins: ‘Which of you two did dine with me today?’ – the word ‘dine’ being a euphemism. Tricky moment when she discovers that she’s unwittingly had sex with her brother-in-law!

The Duke pardons Egeon’s life and all the planets are realigned. And who knows, maybe there’ll now be peace between Ephesus and Syracuse.

It’s lovely that Shakespeare gives the last lines of the play to the two servants. They’re left alone on stage, and can’t work out who should go into the house first. But then they land on a solution:


DROMIO OF EPHESUS

We came into the world like brother and brother;

And now let’s go hand in hand, not one before another.



Our show ended with a song called ‘Hand in Hand’.

It’s a wonderful play. It took a lot of energy to perform but it was terribly rewarding. The audience adored it – it used to get gales of laughter. After the curtain call, we would invite the audience on to the stage to dance with us. In Newcastle – and we were the very first RSC production to go to Newcastle – we couldn’t get them off. They were having such a lovely time. In the end, we had to ask them to go home!



What was it like watching the film back?


Happy memories – all that time ago … It was probably the most amount of fun you could possibly have doing a job. Oh it was heavenly. I looked forward to it every night. But, when you look back, there’s always a tinge of sadness. Seeing Mikey and Roger and Richard Griffiths so full of life … where have they gone? And the brilliant composer, Guy Woolfenden; and Gillian Lynne, who choreographed the show and took us for dance class at nine thirty every morning. Where are all those people? Can’t believe it. How can it happen? They were so alive and – so present, so vital. That’s why we have to love the now, haven’t we? Try not to live in the future.



Or the past.


Well, you have to live a little in the past, because it’s part of us, it’s who we are. But don’t dwell in the past. God, we should make the best of every single second we have.

Two-thirds of the way through the film, you can see my mother and Mikey’s mother laughing in the audience. Mikey’s mother is crying into a hanky. They came to see the show so many times – as did my daughter, Fint, and Mikey’s father.



Fint must have been very young when she saw her mum and dad in The Comedy of Errors.


She was four. And one night during the curtain call, Mikey jumped down into the audience, picked her up and brought her onstage. Fint has such a vivid memory of that. It was probably her first time in front of an audience. And on another occasion, Trevor Nunn took her around the set and said she could choose one of the dolls from a make-believe shop on stage. It’s upstairs now, on the chest of drawers on the landing, wearing a green headscarf.

It was such a glorious summer in 1976 – Comedy of Errors, Much Ado, Macbeth. Halcyon days.






Rehearsal

You and your husband, Michael, often worked together. Did you ever discuss the day’s rehearsal at home?


No, never. It wasn’t a conscious decision; it was just the way it fell out. I think it’s good to keep the lid on things. Overshare, and you let the air in. Open the oven door too early on a soufflé, and it’ll collapse.

Mikey would often be poring over a script at home – making notes, doing research – and I remember him once saying to me: ‘When do you do the work?’ But I can’t sit down with a script, I need to be distracted and busy myself – play cards, go for a walk, swim, anything, in order to do the work. I need to leave it to my subconscious and trust that the internal engine is making adjustments and processing everything.



That takes a huge level of trust.


But if it’s the only way you know how to work then that’s what you rely on, isn’t it? And I find if there’s a niggling problem, best to go to bed and sleep on it, and by the morning it’ll often resolve itself. Sometimes it doesn’t, and you just have to throw everything up in the air again.



So you never brought parts home with you? When you were playing Cleopatra, for instance, did you ever become imperious when unloading the dishwasher?


Don’t be ridiculous. You take the character off with the costume. It doesn’t affect the way you live. If parts start spilling over into real life, then for God’s sake don’t go to supper with the actor playing Titus Andronicus, or you may end up with your children being served in a pie. [Laughs.]



I’ve noticed from your rehearsal scripts that you write very few notes in the margins. In your copy of Coriolanus you wrote ‘HARSH AND SAVAGE’ next to one of Volumnia’s lines.


Oh, ignore all that, it’s so reductive. I should never have written anything down; it sounds so facile. That will’ve been a note the director gave me. All I usually write is practical things like ‘cross left’ and maybe underline the odd word or mark a pause.



Why don’t you make copious notes?


Because once it’s written you’re committed, and it’s something to be referred to. I need breathing space to think, to feel that I can change my mind. That’s what was so thrilling about playing Cleopatra – Peter [Hall] gave us the freedom to go wherever we wanted, we never wrote anything down, certainly no moves because we changed it every night. It was so liberating.



You have a reputation for not reading scripts before rehearsals.


I like to be scared on day one. Adrenaline is the petrol. If there’s no fear, it’s not worth it.



You’re a thrill-seeker in general. And I know that because I’ve been in a car with you – Formula One on the B-roads of Surrey. I’ve also sat beside you in a tuk-tuk, hurtling down Charing Cross Road, with you shouting at the poor guy pedalling to take the corners quicker. And what’s that story about you going up in the crane at the back of the Haymarket Theatre?


That was just something I always wanted to try. I arrived at the theatre one day to do a matinee of Breath of Life, and right there, at the stage door, was an enormous crane. I said to the man who was standing next to it: ‘I’d love to go up in that,’ and he said, ‘jump in.’ We both squeezed into this tiny glass cabin, and it started going up and up and up. As we soared towards the top of the theatre, two people from the wardrobe department were standing by a window, ironing costumes. They happened to glance out and see me passing so I waved as I sailed up past the roofs – up and up. I had this incredible view over London. Wonderful. I thought: I’m so lucky – this’ll never happen again. So I had a good look at the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace and then got dropped back down for the matinee.

I also used to do something else before that play. Good job the producers never found out. There was a lovely boy on the stage staff who had a great big motorbike and I used to hop on the back and he’d take me for a whizz round Trafalgar Square – couple of laps, then back to the theatre. God, it was so exciting. Really set me up for performing a two-hander opposite that tennis ace, Maggie Smith.



Do you still avoid reading scripts before rehearsals?


Not anymore because of my eyesight. Nowadays I have to memorise everything beforehand. I rope in friends to read the lines to me and then I learn it parrot-fashion. It’s not easy because I’ve realised I have a photographic memory and find it so hard not to see the layout of the words on the page.



Whenever I’ve been in a rehearsal room with you, I’ve noticed three things. First, you often leave your bag by the door.


Yes, I always do that, I wonder why. Quick getaway, I suppose, in case I get sacked.



Secondly, the only questions I ever hear you ask are: ‘What is the story?’ and ‘How do we make it clear to the audience?’


Of course. Everything we do is in the service of the story and the audience.



And finally, you appear to approach rehearsals very technically, putting down a few markers, steadily plotting a journey. You don’t throw a lot of emotion at it – certainly not in the early days.


I’m just planting seeds, see what’ll grow, asking myself questions, learning about the verse structure, obeying the metre, the line endings, locating the pauses, being aware of antithesis and parenthesis.



How would you define parenthesis?


Parenthesis is just a fancy way of saying brackets:


YORK

She-wolf of France, but worse than wolves of France,

Whose tongue more poisons than the adder’s tooth.



The Duke of York is attacking Margaret in Henry VI, Part Three. The phrase ‘but worse than wolves of France’ can be seen as a detour or afterthought, which if you were to remove, wouldn’t affect the main thrust of the thought.



Is there a difference between rehearsing comedy and tragedy?


Actors laugh more in tragedy during rehearsals, and then the audience laughs more, hopefully, at comedy during the performances. Or at least they’re meant to. In tragedy you’re buggered if you get too many laughs.



Is it true that Peter Hall used to encourage people who were working in the offices at the RSC to come and observe rehearsals?


Not that I remember. If he did, I wouldn’t have enjoyed it. I understand the reasoning, as it would make every department feel connected to the production, but I would’ve become too self-conscious. I think a rehearsal room should be a place where actors are allowed to fail in private and learn to trust each other. If there were too many people present, I’d feel the pressure to perform and show off.



Sinead Cusack once said: ‘Acting is the shy person’s revenge on the world.’


Absolutely true. I couldn’t agree more. What a brilliant thing to say. Much easier for a shy person to walk out onstage pretending to be someone else than to enter a room full of people at a party as themselves.



Anything else to say about rehearsals?


Don’t comment on the character. You see a lot of people doing that. Shakespeare has written it, your job is simply to play what he wrote, we don’t have to see what you think about what you’re saying, nor your opinion of that character. Don’t apologise, don’t sit in judgement and don’t make excuses for the part. And likewise, don’t overstate it. Just try and be the person. For good or bad.






Richard II

Queen Isabel

The first Shakespeare part that I ever played was Queen Isabel in Richard II. I was fifteen and it was a production at Bootham School in York. At the time, Bootham was an all-boys school and they asked a few girls from the Mount, which was my school, to play the women. I shared the part with Rachel Hartley, and we did two performances each.

Then, years later, I played Queen Isabel again – at the Old Vic with Alec McCowen as Richard II. We took over the parts from John Justin and Maggie Smith.

Would the Old Vic have given you new costumes?


If they hadn’t, they would’ve had to turn up the hem because Maggie is much taller than me. I would’ve looked like Little Tich with a train.



King Richard II has banished his cousin, Bolingbroke – ostensibly due to Bolingbroke’s bitter dispute with a fellow nobleman, but in truth because Bolingbroke’s popularity is proving a threat to Richard’s sovereignty. In Queen Isabel’s first scene, she and her husband, the King, are visiting Bolingbroke’s ailing old father, John of Gaunt. Isabel only has one line. Why does she need to be there?


Because John of Gaunt is Richard’s uncle and she needs to pay her respects. She’s fond of him: ‘How fares our noble uncle Lancaster?’ It’s also important that she hears the recriminations levelled against her husband. Gaunt is savage about Richard’s ruinous reign: tells him that he has brought the country to its knees, dishonoured the name of ‘King’, and sullied his own reputation. Gaunt also attacks Richard for his involvement in the murder of his other uncle, Thomas of Gloucester.


GAUNT

Live in thy shame but die not shame with thee!

These words hereafter thy tormentors be.



It’s so public and personal, all of which feeds into Isabel’s fears in the scenes that follow.



John of Gaunt dies and, against all advice, Richard decides to seize his uncle’s estate, leaving his banished cousin, Bolingbroke, with nothing. He’s stoking the flames of hatred, giving ammunition to his detractors. Is Queen Isabel aware of her husband’s failings?


If she is, she doesn’t say. What failings specifically?



He’s prodigal, vain, petulant, caustic—


That’s only what people say about him. Doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true.



Yes, of course. But he’s a terrible snob – he sneers when told that his cousin, Bolingbroke, has the common touch. Richard is also keen on raising taxes, which is proving incredibly unpopular; he’s full of hubris; surrounds himself with sycophants; allows himself to be indulged by ‘a thousand flatterers’ … the list goes on.


Well, I’m sure she’s aware of his shortcomings, but we all have our faults. And when you’re in love with somebody you often turn a blind eye.



But throughout Gaunt’s assault on Richard she remains silent.


What can she say? It isn’t her place. She can’t publicly undermine her husband: he’s the King. And, also, she’s loyal.

Of course, she may rebuke him privately, but we can’t know that because Shakespeare doesn’t allow her and King Richard any private scenes. They’re always in the company of others.

Richard does tell Queen Isabel to ‘be merry’ as they depart from Gaunt’s sickbed, which gives a little clue to what’s going through her head. She’s no doubt rattled by what she’s just heard. And the audience are then offered a clearer idea of her thinking in the next scene.
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I often feel as if I need a history lesson before seeing these plays.


Me too. So many names to remember, and characters with multiple titles – it’s like a Russian novel. I wonder if Shakespeare’s audience would’ve found it easier to follow. Maybe they were more aware of their collective history, more knowledgeable about the political intrigues and interweaving relationships that went on with their past kings and queens.



In the next scene, Queen Isabel is at Windsor Castle.


And very anxious. Richard has marched off to Ireland with his army to fight the rebels, while in England Isabel senses the tectonic plates shifting in his absence. She can’t quite put her finger on what’s troubling her, but believes: ‘Some unborn sorrow, ripe in fortune’s womb / Is coming towards me.’ No matter how many times she’s told that she’s imagining things, or that her disquiet stems from the fact she misses her husband, Isabel has a ghastly feeling of foreboding.



And she’s right.


She is right. As are those other women in Shakespeare who also have terrible premonitions about their husband’s future – Portia and Calpurnia in Julius Caesar.



An ally of her husband arrives and Isabel’s anxieties are confirmed: whilst Richard has been away in Ireland, the banished Bolingbroke has returned to England and, with the support of a number of very powerful lords, he has raised a rebellion. Is there any comfort for Isabel in knowing that she wasn’t imagining things?


I’m not sure about ‘comfort’, but at least her fears are justified. The news-giver is ‘the midwife to [her] woe’, she says, ‘And Bolingbroke [her] sorrow’s dismal heir.’ She’s told not to despair, but she replies:


QUEEN

Who shall hinder me?

I will despair, and be at enmity

With cozening hope: he is a flatterer,

A parasite, a keeper back of death,

Who gently would dissolve the bands of life,

Which false hope lingers in extremity.



That tells you something about Isabel: she’s a woman with strong instincts, a pragmatist, who’s prepared to face the truth and confront the darkness. And Shakespeare gives her a voice. She isn’t a cipher – a two-dimensional symbol of a queen – she possesses depth and complexity. She has her own personality. She’s not just somebody sitting around with a lot of ladies sewing, is she? She participates in it all, makes her presence known.



Queen Isabel is staying with friends in the country, and needs distracting from her fears. But neither singing and dancing, nor playing bowls can provide her with any comfort. Whilst out for a walk she overhears a gardener criticising King Richard:



GARDENER

O what a pity is it

That he had not so trimmed and dressed his land

As we this garden.



This is one of the great scenes in the play. As with John of Gaunt’s beautiful ‘sceptred isle’ speech, this, too, becomes a metaphor for England – but here it’s about the English government:


GARDENER

Go thou, and like an executioner

Cut off the heads of too fast growing sprays,

That look too lofty in our commonwealth:

All must be even in our government.

You thus employed, I will go root away

The noisome weeds, which without profit suck

The soil’s fertility from wholesome flowers.





You haven’t been in this play since 1960. How were you able to quote all that? They’re not even your lines.


I’ve no idea. Maybe because the comparison between the play’s political climate and gardening is so ravishing. The audience is able to identify the hidden characters: the ‘too fast growing spray’ is Bolingbroke, ‘the noisome weeds’ are the sycophants whom Richard protects and indulges.

Often the most perceptive characters in Shakespeare are the workmen and artisans. Given their class and distance from the seat of power, they’re able to articulate a clear analysis of what’s going on around them – like the gravediggers in Hamlet, or the fishermen in Pericles. They not only represent the man and woman on the street (the vast majority of Shakespeare’s audience) but offer a bird’s eye view of the play.

This scene – all in verse – also disproves the notion that the lower classes only speak prose. Shakespeare never sets himself any rules – he likes to mix it up. Conversely, Hamlet, a prince, often speaks in prose.



Queen Isabel hears the gardener talk of ‘black tidings’. Some of Richard’s favourites have been executed, and Bolingbroke ‘hath / Seized the wasteful King’, with rumours circulating that he’s about to depose him.


And that’s when Isabel bursts out of her hiding place, furious. How dare he talk about such things – he’s just a bloody gardener. But he tells her that her husband, the King, is outnumbered – all the peers have defected to Bolingbroke’s side – and Richard stands alone. The gardener suggests that she travel to London if she doubts his claims. Can you imagine overhearing such devastating news? And particularly galling to be the last one to find out about it.



D’you think there’s any subtext in her final two lines before she exits?



QUEEN

Gardener, for telling me these news of woe,

Pray God the plants thou graft’st may never grow.



The whole scene is a metaphor. On the surface she’s cursing him – praying that nothing grows in his garden. But maybe ‘the plants thou graft’st’ refers to Bolingbroke, and she hopes that Bolingbroke doesn’t flourish; or perhaps she wishes that the gardener’s prediction for the future turns out to be unfounded. Like so much of the Queen’s language – and indeed the play itself – it can work on different levels. Not that you can play all those interpretations. Just play the line as a curse and the reverberations will take care of themselves.

After she leaves, the gardener decides to plant some rue on the spot where she cried: ‘in the remembrance of a weeping Queen’. Shakespeare could so easily have ended the scene after the Queen’s exit, but somehow that little coda with the gardener – exemplifying his kindness and humanity – is like a dart to the heart. It takes the scene to a higher plane.



There’s a theory that Shakespeare wrote this play as a response to Marlowe’s Edward II. Was that discussed in your rehearsal room? I’m thinking specifically of Richard’s ambivalent sexuality.


Is Richard’s sexuality ambivalent? I suppose that’s a choice, although I think that might lessen Isabel’s contribution. I’ve always thought that their love for each other goes deep – as does their grief. Does Richard ever say that he doesn’t love her or that he’s off cavorting with men? I’m not sure he does.

In any case, we certainly wouldn’t have sat round discussing it – even if Alec and I had originated the roles, which we hadn’t. We just got on and did it. Also, don’t forget being gay was still illegal at the time, so people would’ve been very cagey about opening up.



In her final scene with her husband, Isabel has travelled to London. She’s desperate to catch a glimpse of him as he’s being led to the Tower.


She hasn’t seen him for such a long time, and there’s no guarantee that she’ll be able to see him now, let alone talk to him. And then he appears, guarded:


QUEEN

But soft, but see, or rather do not see,

My fair rose wither. Yet look up, behold,

That you in pity may dissolve to dew,

And wash him fresh again with true-love tears.



I mean … well, if that isn’t love … Oh God, to see him so diminished, her husband, stripped of everything, dispossessed, being taken as a prisoner – he’s not what she remembers. What she sees is a man being hauled off to prison – a man who once was a king.

Richard is resigned to his fate. He begs Isabel to return to her family in France and join a convent. But Isabel is having none of it:


QUEEN

What, is my Richard both in shape and mind

Transformed and weakened? Hath Bolingbroke

Deposed thine intellect, hath he been in thy heart?

The lion dying thrusteth forth his paw,

And wounds the earth, if nothing else, with rage

To be o’erpowered.



That’s fantastic – what a picture. A lion, when he’s dying, would be clawing at the earth. Where’s your fight? She’s trying to galvanise him into standing up for himself. It tells you so much about them – the strength of their relationship.

It’s desperate. And after all the politicking and cruelty, the executions and macho arguments, this tender scene between husband and wife lands so beautifully at this moment in the play.



Lord Northumberland arrives and tells Richard that there’s been a change of plan. He’s no longer going to the Tower of London, but being transferred to Pomfret Castle in Yorkshire.


Richard is furious and curses Northumberland. The ‘lion’ finally lashes out – with an ominous prophecy. He predicts that Northumberland and Bolingbroke will eventually fall out and it’ll all end with ‘deserved death’. And he’s right, because that’s what happens in the plays that follow: mistrust, fear and hatred will insinuate its way into so many relationships. Richard II is the first of eight history plays. Richard’s prophecy is a trailer for the box set. [Laughs.]


QUEEN

And must we be departed? Must we part?

KING RICHARD II

Ay, hand from hand, my love, and heart from heart.

QUEEN

Banish us both, and send the King with me.

NORTHUMBERLAND

That were some love, but little policy.

QUEEN

Then whither he goes, thither let me go.

KING RICHARD II

So two together weeping make one woe.



And so it continues. This last section of their scene together is all in rhyme. The rhyme gives it the feel of something final and settled. Isabel has hit the depths of the most profound sadness she can possibly experience.

How did Shakespeare know how to write so brilliantly about people parting? Think of Romeo and Juliet, Antony and Cleopatra … I wonder if it came from the pain of having to say goodbye to his wife, Anne, every time he left his home in Stratford to travel to London.

Isabel must feel so helpless. Seeing somebody you love suffering and not being able to reach them and support them. It’s like watching somebody die, which … well, lot’s of us have been there …

They kiss goodbye, never to see each other again. Can you imagine what that kiss was like at Bootham School? I had to kiss a beautiful boy called Orry Pochin, who I was madly in love with. I heard a long time afterwards that I’d apparently kissed him very nicely. Whereas Rachel Hartley was a bit half-hearted.



It sounds as if Rachel Hartley had a much stronger moral compass.


Oh, no doubt. I was far too eager. I was fifteen and had never been kissed.






Antony and Cleopatra

Cleopatra

Cleopatra is a mountain. We’ll only get into the foothills, I expect.

Did you have any reservations about playing her?


Everybody else did! They used to laugh in my face. I suppose because you always imagine Cleopatra being a tall girl – imperious and statuesque – so, at five foot one, I had to overcome all that.

Alison Chitty designed the most beautiful clothes, so that gave me confidence – and they were clothes, not costumes – which were unbelievably easy to wear. The colours of Egypt were glorious hot reds, orange and apricot. The Romans were in soft leather tunics – muted greys and blues. And when Antony went back to Rome he had a tassel tied over his belt in the colours of Egypt. It was such good storytelling. You knew that either Cleopatra had insisted he wore it, or Antony had asked for a memento.



What was the set for Antony and Cleopatra?


We were in the Olivier Theatre, and Peter Hall didn’t want The Ladybird Book of Egypt, with pyramids and sand and everybody lounging about on coloured cushions. The space was very, very open. Nothing to get in anybody’s way.

The floor was oxblood red. There was a great tall door at the back, either side of which were these curved walls that could slide up and down the stage. And when the walls went back for the battle, the space was suddenly huge. It was fantastic. We had no idea how big the armies would be each night. They used to make an announcement backstage and ask any actors who were free from the other companies to come to the Olivier stage. And depending what other productions were on at the Lyttelton or the Dorfman that night, we could have an army of two dozen or just six people.



I know there were naysayers, but did you personally ever doubt your casting as Cleopatra?


Not really, because I totally believed in Peter. His rigour with the verse and understanding of the play made you feel very secure. I did warn him that he’d hired a menopausal munchkin but he just laughed.

Peter gave me the most wonderful note at the start of rehearsals. He said, ‘Don’t think you have to play the whole of Cleopatra in each scene. You reveal different aspects of her throughout the play, and hopefully by the end the audience will believe they’ve seen a fully realised character.’ It’s a bit like pointillism. Look closely at a Seurat painting, and you see a dot of red, dot of green, a couple of dots of yellow; stand back, and you see a woman with a parasol.

We needed to find the right tone for that first scene because it establishes the characters for the rest of the play. Peter said – and I can remember him saying this as if it were yesterday – he said, ‘At the beginning of the play Antony and Cleopatra are given the most incredible build-up and then they both come in and behave really badly. Enter two shits.’ So Peter had us arriving onstage with Antony on the shoulders of the eunuch, riding him like a horse, and I was walking backwards leading them by a long silk thread. That immediately tells the audience that order has gone out of the window, that the two of them just carouse and have sex and drink all night – she can drink him dry – then sleep until midday, disregarding everything. There’s no discipline – it’s all gone tits up.



You say ‘incredible build-up’ but there are only ten lines before their first entrance – and those lines are fairly pejorative.


Yes, but don’t forget about your expectation of them both – most people will know about the great Roman general Mark Antony, and Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt. There’s an onus on you to fulfil what you’ve been led to believe by historians and biographers. I was under the same pressure playing Queen Victoria and Iris Murdoch.

Peter offered to stage the play and block the moves, but we decided against it, and so the scenes became very organic and free-flowing. It was thrilling. He said, ‘Just behave in any way you like.’ And that’s what we did. At one point Tony [Anthony Hopkins, who played Mark Antony] wrestled me to the ground. You don’t imagine great leaders rolling around on the floor horsing about, do you? Totally without responsibility, or decorum.



Especially if they’re being played by more mature actors.


Well, exactly. And there are lots of references to them being older: ‘My salad days / When I was green in judgement,’ Cleopatra says at one point. Romeo and Juliet are young love, Benedick and Beatrice are somewhere in the middle, and with these two – well, you sense that they’re in the autumn of their lives, desperately holding on to their vitality. It’s one last hurrah. ‘There’s sap in’t yet,’ Antony says later.



Her opening line in that very first scene is: ‘If it be love indeed, tell me how much.’


She craves constant attention and reassurance. The threat that he might one day return home to Rome hangs over her. It’s the insecurity that comes with a passionate relationship.

When an ambassador arrives from Rome, Cleopatra mocks Antony and insists that he goes back there – but it’s only to get a protestation of more love from him. Anyway, Antony’s not going anywhere. ‘Let Rome in Tiber melt,’ he says.

The scene establishes their power and reputation. It’s a statement of what the world expects of them, and what they’re actually denying – which is responsibility. They’re having the most wonderful, torrid, irresponsible time. They stick two fingers up at Rome.
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Antony says, ‘Tonight we’ll wander through the streets and note / The qualities of people.’


Oh, I love that. It means they’re going to dress up as ordinary people and walk the streets unrecognised. Like the Queen and Princess Margaret on VE night. Join the crowds and forget responsibility.

It’s a short scene but it sets up Antony and Cleopatra beautifully. It’s as if you’ve glimpsed them through a doorway, or they’re just passing through. They appear like a whirlwind then ‘poof!’ they’re gone. It’s a brilliant piece of writing.



In the next scene we see her searching for Antony.


You bet. She notices that his mind is preoccupied – he’s having ‘a Roman thought’ – and she’s full of suspicion. She assumes that he’s thinking about his wife. Oh God, jealousy is the worst emotion you can possibly have – much worse than anger. It’s so insidious, it absolutely eats away at you. I think that you have to have been really jealous to understand Cleopatra.



She’s quite contrary, isn’t she? She says to a servant:



CLEOPATRA

If you find him sad,

Say I am dancing; if in mirth, report

That I am sudden sick.



It’s games that lovers play. Not much about a queen there, is there, yet everything about a woman. Her lady-in-waiting, Charmian, advises her to be more respectful of Mark Antony. But there isn’t anything respectful about Cleopatra. It’s insanity loving somebody to such an extent. But Cleopatra can’t help herself. And if she could, she’d be a lesser person. It shows that she’s alive, that everything is sensitive to the very tips of her fingers.



I wish I was filming you now. You subtly transform—


Oh, I don’t transform – you just remind me of playing her. I haven’t thought of it for ages.



It’s imperceptible – but your physicality changes when you talk about these roles. When we looked at Gertrude you became very frivolous and louche, with your arm on the back of the chair and sipping water as if it were champagne. You were front-foot and jagged with Lady Macbeth. And now you’re being very feline with Cleopatra – look, your hands are like claws.


[Laughs.]



And then Antony arrives.


Yes. And he’s about to tell her that he’s returning to that ghastly woman back in Rome – his wife. So Cleopatra pretends to faint. She’s thinking: He can’t leave me if I’m lying on the floor, ill.



She’s a handful, isn’t she?


Oh yeah – but it’s not worth writing the play if it’s not like this.



What’s her reaction to the death of Antony’s wife, Fulvia?


Great news! She couldn’t be happier. [Laughs.] And then she berates him for not grieving enough.



He can’t win.


Well, he’s a man. Stuff him.

And then she throws the focus on to herself. ‘Now I see, I see, / In Fulvia’s death, how mine received shall be.’ It’s the madness of love.

And when he says he’s going back to Rome to deal with the personal and political upheavel, well – it’s what she dreads most – his abandoning her. It’s an enormous punch to the stomach. All those emotions, one on top of another. She tries to make him, in every way she possibly can, declaim how much he loves her, but however much he does, it’s never enough.

She manages a formal conciliatory goodbye because they can’t part on a sour note in case something dreadful happens to him: if he’s got to go, please God he comes back.


CLEOPATRA

Upon your sword

Sit laurel victory, and smooth success

Be strewed before your feet.





I am so jealous that you had the chance to say these words every night.


Yes, for a hundred performances. How lucky we all are to have done any of it. We’re custodians of the language. Just for a little while.



‘Give me to drink mandragora,’ she says at the start of her next scene.


She needs a sleeping pill – something to take the pain (and time) away. She’s longing for Antony to return. It’s so recognisable, isn’t it? If you’ve been lucky enough to have had a passion like that, you think: Where is he, what is he doing, is he on his horse, is he thinking of me? It’s the obsession of love. And it’s possessive and it’s violent and it’s unpleasant. And everyone around you gets caught in the maelstrom. I grabbed hold of Charmian at one point and threatened to punch her teeth out.



Enobarbus offers an extraordinary description of Cleopatra in his famous speech ‘The barge she sat in …’. He talks about her ‘infinite variety’ and how ‘Age cannot wither her’. Is there a pressure on you as an actor to live up to his description?


No. Not at all. Just because somebody says something about your character doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true. You certainly don’t have to come on and live up to those expectations. What someone says can often reveal more about the speaker than the subject. I remember Peter said to Michael [Bryant, who was playing Enobarbus], ‘“The barge she sat in …” it’s not declamatory in any way – you’re in the pub showing off to your mates.’ And that’s how he did it – seated, insouciant, with one leg up over the arm of his chair. It was breathtaking.



But what Enobarbus says of you could be true.


Oh, I’m sure she did sail down the Nile on a barge, and maybe he got a waft of perfume, but it’s boasting to the chaps at home: I was there; you weren’t. He’s exaggerating, embroidering a story.



Actors often refer to ‘the Michael Bryant spot’ in the Olivier Theatre. Where is that?


It’s a certain point on the Olivier stage where, thanks to some acoustical magic, you can be heard perfectly by every seat in the house, no matter how quietly you speak. I can’t remember exactly where it is but Michael Bryant always used to be there. You had to wrestle him off it.



The scene with the messenger shows Cleopatra at her most mercurial.


You should never know where you stand with Cleopatra. She can turn on a sixpence. Even before the messenger arrives with news of Antony, she’s restless: Let’s have a bit of music – get that big, floppy boy who plays the eunuch to sing … no, actually, we’ll have a game of billiards … no, let’s go fishing. She’s all over the shop.

And then the messenger arrives from Rome. In our production, I wouldn’t allow him into the room until I’d been reassured about Antony’s health and his relationship with his adversary, Caesar.

The messenger then hits Cleopatra with a bombshell – Antony has remarried. Well … you’d go stark raving mad, wouldn’t you? And I think I did.



Nought to sixty, no half-measures.


You bet. She’s livid. I did a lot of pacing. It’s not a standing-still part, Cleopatra, that’s for sure. She’s either lying down, rolling around, or darting about as if she’s in a pinball machine.



The director Mike Nichols said that every good scene is either a fight, a negotiation or a seduction. I think this scene contains all three.


It certainly does.



You become very physical with the messenger – you hit him, grab his hair, ‘hale him up and down’ (which is a stage direction meaning ‘drag him across the floor’), pull a knife on him. Talk about shoot the messenger.


She’s in extremis. And they didn’t have phones, otherwise Antony would have got an earful too. It’s cataclysmic news. ‘Melt Egypt into Nile,’ she says, ‘and kindly creatures / Turn all to serpents!’ I love that. Because it’s a man from Stratford conjuring up Egypt – with the snakes and the Nile and the heat and the smells. You’d swear he’d been there. It’s so evocative.



During her assault on the messenger she has a moment of self-awareness:



CLEOPATRA

These hands do lack nobility, that they strike

A meaner than myself; since I myself

Have given myself the cause.



It shows another side to her. She blames herself for falling in love with Antony. And then – oh God, it’s so feminine – she wants to know everything about the other woman. What kind of bird is she? She’s got long legs, has she? And blonde? Of course. And very thin, I bet. Oh yeah? Fuck her. Cleopatra can’t compete.



Why does she want to know about Octavia’s hair?


Well, perhaps her own hair was what Antony loved – spoke about it all the time, one of the things he adored about her. That’s the kind of detail I imagined for myself. I had a wonderful wig – long, dark, Titian red, very curly.



She has another moment of reflection when she says: ‘In praising Antony, I have dispraised Caesar.’


She regrets putting all her eggs into the wrong basket. And her lady-in-waiting, Charmian, tells her that yes, she bloody well has. Charmian should have got her head cut off for that. [Laughs.]

It’s interesting, isn’t it, her relationship with Iras and Charmian? They’re ladies-in-waiting and they’re obviously very close because she’s never without them. And they’re with her at the end when she kills herself. But yet they’re much more than attendants, they’re friends, confidantes.



Cleopatra asks to be led to her chamber.


She’s off to a room on her own to bite the cushions. [Laughs.] And rip the place apart. She can’t face anybody or meet any of her responsibilities. Nothing is left for her.



And then it’s Round Two with the messenger. Cleopatra interrogates him about Antony’s new wife, Octavia. He must be terrified.


Well, anything could happen to him. She could kill him for a start. [Laughs.] She asks him, ‘Is she as tall as me?’ That line got a belter when I played the part. It’s one of the reasons why Cleopatra is assumed to be tall.

She’s delighted by the messenger’s replies. He tells her Octavia has a round face, a shrill voice, is dwarfish, not as tall as her, a widow – I remember I used to laugh when I found that out – and that she can’t walk very well: he says she ‘creeps’ – oh, excellent. It’s so witty. It could be Noël Coward.



And you certainly don’t need to cast Octavia as round-faced, shrill-voiced, etc.


Not at all. (In our production it was Sally Dexter, who’s none of those things.) The messenger is telling Cleopatra what she wants to hear. He needs to be diplomatic to protect himself. When he says Octavia’s thirty, that’s when I used to leave, thinking: I might as well give up now – she’s way younger than me.

Then I swept back in and attacked him.



Cleopatra seems pleased to discover that Octavia’s hair is brown.


She’s delighted. I offered the messenger money but then decided to kiss him instead. I took his head and gave him a really big smoocher. He didn’t need gold. He could go back and tell his friends in Rome that he was kissed by the Queen of Egypt.

Isn’t it extraordinary how Shakespeare explores jealousy? He writes beautifully for Leontes and Othello, but Cleopatra surpasses absolutely everything. And to think that a boy originally would’ve played her. Be good, wouldn’t it, to be transported back to Shakespeare’s time, and see what those productions were like. Must’ve been like being in the best company in the whole world. And to have Shakespeare as the resident playwright …



So you’re on the outskirts of Actium and you’ve joined forces with Antony. You are both preparing for battle against Caesar. Were you in military gear?


I think they mentioned a helmet and breastplate, but in the end I wore my metallic coronet and a long coat.

They’re all furious that Cleopatra is there, especially Enobarbus. They’re worried that she’ll distract Antony. It’s funny, isn’t it, that after the episode with the messenger, you don’t get the scene of her and Antony meeting and making up. They’ve reunited offstage and then all of a sudden they’re both on the battlefield together. The play is plunged straight from love into war.



She doesn’t speak much in this scene.


No, because it’s all the men deciding what to do. And as long as they go along with her demand to fight by sea she has nothing to add.

But then they lose the sea battle; they’re thrashed. Not fighting on land was a huge strategical error. Cleopatra flees, Antony follows, and he suffers complete mortification. He’s ashamed at his own weakness, that he ran away from the battle. I remember rushing on at one point and finding Tony on the ground. And Cleopatra feels culpable.



‘O, whither hast thou led me, Egypt?’ he says.


I love it that he calls her Egypt – ‘I’m dying, Egypt,’ he says later.

Yes, ‘whither hast thou led me, Egypt?’ It’s the blame game. And she replies, ‘I little thought / You would have followed.’ Mmm. Not absolutely the truth, but in such circumstances perhaps that’s what you’d say. God. Pfoof. You don’t need to act this stuff, do you? It’s just all there on the page. ‘My heart was to thy rudder tied by th’ strings,’ he says. It’s so romantic and tender. She’s crying; he’s reassuring her. They’re at the lowest they’ve ever been. There’s no more repartee or wit.



He followed her advice, was defeated, and still has feelings for her. ‘Give me a kiss,’ he says to her. If ever she needed proof of his love—


Yes, there it is. It’s so human, isn’t it?



People often find this play tricky, though.


Well, I think the story between Antony and Cleopatra is very clear, but it’s everything else around it – all the politics and the battles and the – what is it called, that great battle?



Actium.


Acton?



ACTIUM.


[Laughs.] I thought you said the Battle of Acton.

D’you remember those BBC rehearsal rooms in Acton? Fourth-floor canteen. I used to dread it – in case I bumped into an old lover queuing up with his lunch tray.



In her next scene Cleopatra is questioning her role in their defeat at Actium. D’you think she should have stayed and fought?


How the bloody hell do I know? What a stupid question. It’s the course of history. But in Shakespeare’s play, she didn’t stay – that’s all you should concern yourself with.

Antony has been beaten in battle. He’s not in too good a place. He was thought to be this huge force, this invincible soldier … and so losing has completely crushed him. He hardly addresses Cleopatra. Yes, they’re back together but a schism has opened up between them. She’s deeply concerned how the military loss is affecting their relationship.



An emissary from Caesar arrives and asks Cleopatra to betray Antony.


Caesar’s trying to drive a wedge between them. He belittles their relationship by saying it was based on expediency, which is an outrageous thing to say. But this is when you start to see Cleopatra operating as a politician. She offers to kneel at Caesar’s feet and give up her crown. Of course what’s going on underneath we’ve yet to find out. But I think her mind is racing – plotting what the next move will be.



Antony appears and catches Caesar’s emissary kissing Cleopatra’s hand.


And that’s when all hell breaks loose. Antony sends him off to be whipped. He accuses Cleopatra of being a whore. He can see that she’s making some deal with Caesar. Antony shouts rude words and gets abusive. The pain of everything has caught up with him – being pressurised to marry Octavia for the sake of political bridge-building, losing the Battle of Actium, knowing he’ll have to abase himself in front of Caesar. It’s a huge arc of emotion. For both of them. And she doesn’t say anything – she just watches.



What’s going through her head during his attack on her?


Well, I think she’s measuring everything by the way they once were – the days of wine and roses and all those heady things that people write about in songs. She has to go to pretty long lengths to make him quiet and understanding, to reassure him that she does love him – that it’s all as it was.



She finally manages to placate him. ‘Let’s have one other gaudy night,’ says Antony. ‘Let’s mock the midnight bell.’


Oh, it’s so romantic. And it’s her birthday. Antony has returned to Egypt to see her and he’s just like his old self. It shows that after all that, when the dregs and the lees have gone, they still find that they have this tremendous passion for each other. They had to hit rock bottom before they could forgive everything.

And the sex tonight will probably be even better. [Laughs.]



Cleopatra only has two lines in her next scene and they’re both asides to Enobarbus. It’s the night before battle.


She thought she and Antony were back on an even footing – back to the gaudy nights and drinking – but Antony is behaving very erratically. Maybe he’s having a premonition of his own death. He tries to chivvy everybody along, making jokes. But the servants are crying, because as he shakes their hands he says they may not be seeing him again. It must be very unsettling for her.



The following day she’s dressing him for battle.


And again, she’s not saying much – just listening, watching. She’s not good at goodbyes at the best of times. And, because he’s wearing armour, you know that this is a battle on land. It’s hand-to-hand combat.

The ritual of dressing him in the armour – it’s so prosaic on one level, but my God, it’s about so much more. This may be a goodbye forever. You kind of believe that that’s what it was like, don’t you?

It’s such an extraordinary play. Of course it’s about many events, but it’s expressed in such an emotional way because of those two people at the centre.



A series of very short scenes follow.


Which builds up the tension, gives the illusion of speed, and of events coming to a head. There’s no time in the story to take a breath. First Antony has a huge victory over Caesar – it’s a good day, hope is in the air (I love the fact that she gets him into the armour in the morning, and by the afternoon he’s back victorious) – but then his luck changes: he loses the next battle, and believes that Cleopatra has betrayed him to the enemy. He vows to kill her.



Terrified, Cleopatra runs away and takes refuge in her monument with Iras and Charmian. A message is sent to Antony to say that Cleopatra has committed suicide. All lies, of course.


Yes, but she has to say something to placate him. And then it all backfires when Antony, hearing of Cleopatra’s ‘death’, tries to kill himself.

Miranda Foster [Charmian], Helen Fitzgerald [Iras] and I were holed up in the monument for a long time during Antony’s suicide attempt. We used to sit in the dark, fantasising about our favourite supper. I said, ‘Mine’s lobster and champagne.’ Then on the last night, the girls switched on a torch and there it was. We had to wait for Tony to do a bit of shouting so we could uncork the bottle without being heard. And then the three of us sat and ate lobster and drank a glass of champagne.



Antony, fatally wounded from his failed suicide attempt, is carried to the monument. It’s a tricky section, isn’t it?


And potentially comic – because it’s the famous scene where he has to be lifted up to her at the top of the monument. We had to haul him up in a harness. I remember rehearsing it onstage at the very end of the day. The set for the monument was very high and quite scary at first. And then one of the actors had an accident where he tore a ligament, which added to everybody’s anxiety.



When Antony dies in her lap, Cleopatra says:



CLEOPATRA

And there is nothing left remarkable

Beneath the visiting moon.



That’s the last kind of cry right out of the soul of her. Everything has been deracinated, completely flattened, and there’s no worth any more. That’s when I used to collapse over Tony, and he’d whisper in a very strong Welsh accent: ‘While you do Act V, I’ll go off and have a nice cup of tea in my dressing room.’



I think it was Michael Billington who warned that Act V could easily become an adagio section. There’s a danger, isn’t there, now that Antony has died—


Yes, that it nosedives. It mustn’t have a dying fall; it needs to build. Speed often helps. Peter always said that we needed to find fifth gear for that last act.



Cleopatra is cornered by Caesar’s men, and has that extraordinary speech: ‘I dreamed there was an Emperor Antony …’


‘O, such another sleep, that I might see / But such another man.’ I remember it because I did it for Peter’s memorial service at Westminster Abbey. It was quite hard to do. The whole speech sums up Peter beautifully. ‘Think you there was, or might be, such a man / As this I dreamed of?’ Mmm …



And then Caesar himself arrives and utters a veiled threat to her.


He must know that she has no intention of living. But he needs her alive in order to parade her as a trophy.

After Caesar leaves, Iras says, ‘Finish, good lady; the bright day is done,/And we are for the dark.’ [Huge intake of breath.] Gives you a chill that line, doesn’t it? (I kept thinking about it in the middle of the night – it kept me awake.) They have no choice but to end their lives. What’s the alternative? Dragged through the streets of Rome, put on show, mocked and reviled by Octavia, jokes made at their expense.



Why does Cleopatra ask for her best attire?


She wants to die in the state of being the Queen of Egypt. She doesn’t want it to be a squalid death. She knows it’s going to be seen, both by Caesar and her own people.

I wore a gold pleated kimono and crown, and was sitting on a throne. There’s something very brave in taking the time to dress, isn’t there? The slow ritual of it. And then the clown came on with the basket of figs and the snakes. She knew death would arrive in some form. ‘Husband, I come,’ she says. Antony’s not her husband, of course, but he is in her head and her heart. They’ll be married in death.

Peter said he wanted the last picture to be of a woman who is lifeless, but the snake is still wriggling in her hand.
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How were you with the snakes?


Not great at first, because they’re too much like worms, which as you know I’ve been nervous about ever since one jumped into my sandal when I was four. But my husband, Mikey, suggested that I name them. He said it would take the fear away. So I called them Wilson, Kepple and Betty.



Were they well behaved?


Well, they bloody well had to be – although one of them sloughed its skin on the first night. I remember thinking: Uh-oh, the press are in – new costume to upstage me. It was brilliantly coloured. And another found its way into the Lyttelton, and got into the back of the curtains on A Small Family Business. It was an adventurous acting snake.

And then there was the night when Miranda couldn’t find one of them. She was meant to drop him into the sack at the back of the throne but he’d escaped. And, as I was being lifted up by the four soldiers, I heard: ‘Sssssssss.’ I thought why are the audience hissing me? I then had to be carried up the centre aisle, run round the back of the auditorium, through the pass door, and into the wings. And as I ran on to take my bow, from the corner of my eye, I saw the snake come out of the side of my wig. I lost my voice for two days, I was so traumatised. Old snakey, he wanted to be there for the curtain call.



Peter Hall didn’t want to direct the play until he found the right Antony. Do you think he did?


Well, I never saw it from the front, but I thought Tony Hopkins was thrilling – dangerous, daring, unsurpassable. It’s a very hard part to cast, because they’ve got to be a pair.

At one point in rehearsals, Tony walked out on us. He was playing Lear in the evenings and rehearsing Antony in the day, and it all became too much for him, as it would any of us. He said, ‘I can’t learn it. It’s not going in.’ Peter told him to take a week off and spend some time with the script. And Peter said to me, ‘Just bide your time – he’ll be back.’ And after a week Tony did come back. Thank God.



The production had extraordinary reviews.


Apparently so. Although I had a horrible letter from a man in Forest Row. He was very critical of my performance. We’d already opened and, having had a few weeks off, we were back in the rehearsal room running lines, and I was reading this letter and getting more and more upset and handed it to Tony and Michael Bryant to see. And Michael Bryant tore it up and set it alight, which caused all the fire alarms at the National Theatre to go off. I think of it every time I go through Forest Row.



She’s the Kilimanjaro of Shakespeare’s heroines, isn’t she?


Well, there are others. Rosalind, of course. Then you get to somebody like Imogen from Cymbeline – that’s very hard. You don’t know where the hell you are with Imogen. You land up in a cave in Wales with a dead body whose legs bend the wrong way.






Cymbeline

Imogen

When you came to play Imogen for the RSC in 1979, it was to be the end of a long run of parts dating back to 1962. You weren’t to appear again at the RSC in Stratford for another twenty-four years.

I hadn’t realised it had been that long, but yes, you’re right.

I have your copy of Cymbeline here, Jude, and on the inside cover you’ve written: ‘Pick up on the scene before.’ What do you mean by that?


That’s something Edith Evans used to say: you listen to the scene that’s gone before, absorb the tempo and bring that energy on stage with you. (It’s a bit like a relay race – you don’t receive the baton from a standing position – you start running as your teammate approaches you.) Acting is all about listening.

You also have to listen to the audience during the show. Sometimes you’ll hear them flagging and you’ll know you need to vary the pace. Or certainly change the dynamic. A play can sometimes drag when everybody picks up on each other’s speeds.

I always like listening to the audience before the show as well. That’s why I need the tannoy on in the dressing room – I have to hear what’s going on in the auditorium before the curtain goes up. I need to gauge the temperature – sniff the air – like a racehorse. And then there’s the thrill of waiting in the wings, pacing about or sitting still, everyone gearing themselves up for the same moment. I love it.



Cymbeline is set in Ancient Britain and opens with two people gossiping about the state of King Cymbeline’s court.


Yes, it’s a very volatile atmosphere, with a lot of whispering in corridors.

So much information is packed into the first scene. The audience discover that Cymbeline had two sons who were stolen from their nursery, that he’s recently remarried, and that he wants his daughter, Imogen, to marry his new stepson, Cloten.

But instead Imogen has gone behind her father’s back and married her childhood sweetheart, Posthumus. Cymbeline is extremely angry. There’s a lot of shouting and crying and slamming of doors.



The place is in uproar. Imogen has been imprisoned, and her new husband, Posthumus, banished.


But Posthumus has yet to leave the court. And he and Imogen have found a quiet moment to be alone together. They are in the middle of saying their goodbyes and exchanging love tokens – he gives her a bracelet – when King Cymbeline storms in, furious to find Posthumus still there. Posthumus quickly leaves and Imogen and her father have a stand-up row. She is very disparaging about Cloten, the new stepbrother they want her to marry – she calls him a ‘puttock’ – and this in front of Cloten’s mother, the Queen. Imogen is certainly not backward in coming forward.



Cymbeline accuses her of disobedience and lacking in grace, and he’s right, isn’t he? She’s not behaving like a dutiful daughter, let alone the heir to the throne?


It’s not wise to undermine the King’s authority, and certainly not so publicly and flagrantly. But she’s showing her mettle. She’s a feisty girl: an independent thinker, strong-willed. And obviously a chip off the old block – she has a short fuse just like King Cymbeline. But she also has a very strong argument: the King had always been fond of Posthumus, and that all changed when Imogen’s ghastly stepmother arrived.

Why should Imogen be forced to marry a dolt? Nobody has a good word to say about Cloten – he’s an idiot – whereas everybody extols Posthumus. But Cymbeline insists that Imogen marry Cloten to appease his new wife, who obviously has a hold over the King.

Heather Canning played the Queen, and I remember her looking stunning in a blue dress. It’s an odd role – a bit of a pantomime villain, two-dimensional – the part doesn’t have much complexity about it.



Heartbroken that she was unable to say goodbye to her husband at the quayside, Imogen cross-examines his servant, Pisanio.


She wants to know every little detail about his departure. Pisanio describes how Posthumus remained on deck:


PISANIO

… with glove or hat or handkerchief

Still waving, as the fits and stirs of’s mind

Could best express how slow his soul sailed on,

How swift the ship.



It’s so beautiful, so visual. But she reprimands Pisanio for not staying longer. She herself would have …


IMOGEN

… followed [Posthumus] till he had melted from

The smallness of a gnat to air; and then

Have turned mine eye and wept.



Then she starts regretting all the things she wishes she had said to him.

With Posthumus banished, Pisanio becomes an important ally from now on. He’s the one connection to her husband she can trust. The scene is also important because it shows the strength of her relationship with Posthumus, their passion. Throughout the play, their love for each other will be put to the test. She and Posthumus won’t meet again until the very end. By which point they will have gone on their separate, onerous journeys.



While exiled in Rome, Posthumus meets an unscrupulous nobleman called Iachimo, who is so assured of his sexual prowess that he lays a wager with Posthumus that he can seduce Imogen.


Oh, Iachimo’s such a delicious part. He oozes sly malevolence.

When my parents were on their honeymoon in London, they went to the theatre to see – I forget which show – and during one of the scenes, a man shouted out at the stage: ‘Actor or no actor, that chap’s a bloody villain.’ [Laughs.] It became a saying in our family. I just love the fact that a member of the audience became so involved in the story that he had to make his feelings known to everybody. Well, that man wouldn’t have been able to contain himself if he ever saw Iachimo in action. He would’ve been up out of his seat, and down the aisle, ready to punch him.



So, Posthumus takes on the wager and Iachimo arrives in London to try and seduce Imogen.


He tells Imogen that her husband has settled well in Rome – a little too well, in fact – ‘he is called / The Briton reveller.’ Imogen is keen to know that Posthumus is happy but she doesn’t want to hear that he’s the life and soul of the party – living it up, spending her money, and sleeping with prostitutes. She is crushed by the news. Iachimo offers to have sex with Imogen so that she can avenge her husband: ‘I dedicate myself to your sweet pleasure,’ he says. And at that point she understands his game – he’s made up a whole pack of lies about Posthumus in order to try it on. She goes berserk.


IMOGEN

Thou wrong’st a gentleman who is as far

From thy report as thou from honour, and

Solicit’st here a lady that disdains

Thee and the devil alike.



Ben Kingsley played Iachimo in our production and we had to have a tussle, where he’d snatch my hand and grab a kiss. Imogen calls for help but no one comes – so much for security in the royal palace. And then Iachimo does a volte-face, and apologises for his behaviour. He explains that he needed to test Imogen’s love for Posthumus in order to reassure her husband of her fidelity when he returns to Rome.

Imogen is placated, and relieved to learn that Posthumus is honourable, very popular and ‘sits ’mongst men like a descended god’.



She’s very quick to forgive Iachimo, isn’t she? She even entreats him to stay longer.


Well, she wants to hear more news about her banished husband, especially now that Iachimo’s being nice about him. She’s also being polite; he’s a noble visitor and she’s been brought up well.



Iachimo has to set sail the following day, and asks Imogen if he can leave a trunk full of valuables in her care overnight. She agrees to keep it safe in her bedroom.


An extraordinary scene coming up. It’s late at night, Imogen’s in bed reading, Iachimo’s trunk is in the corner of the room, and a candle is burning. She lays aside her book and goes to sleep. And then …
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The trunk opens and out creeps Iachimo. Terrifying. His plan is to take note of the bedchamber – the pictures, the wall hangings, the chimney breast, the window – in order to trick Posthumus into thinking he slept with Imogen. But he needs more compelling evidence, so he tries to remove the bracelet from her wrist – the one that Posthumus gave her in the first scene. It’s so daring. It’s like that game with the metal ring where you have to go round the wire without touching it and making it buzz. In our production, I think I might have stirred at one point or rolled over. I should’ve snored or shouted out something inappropriate in my sleep. [Laughs.]

He manages to take off the bracelet, and Iachimo then has a cheeky peek down Imogen’s nightie and sees ‘a mole cinque-spotted’ on her chest. One night, as a joke, I wrote the letters M.O.L.E. on my breast with my make-up pencil. I thought it would make Ben laugh but he didn’t find it very funny.



He’s too professional.


He said, ‘You do know you exposed your entire breast, don’t you?’ That’s all he said. I was never able to make him laugh – neither on nor off stage. Good actor. Great in this. And superb as Gandhi. But we didn’t socialise or stay in touch. I knew no more about him by the end of the run than I did on the first day of rehearsal.



When Iachimo sees the mole on Imogen’s breast he says:


IACHIMO

This secret

Will force him think I have picked the lock and ta’en

The treasure of her honour.



I assume ‘treasure of her honour’ means her virginity.


No, I don’t think she’s a virgin. She lost that when she got married. Posthumus has to know she’s got a mole on her left breast because that’s what tips him over the edge, when Iachimo claims to have slept with her. Posthumus needs to have seen her naked. No, they’ve definitely been intimate with each other. I wouldn’t necessarily assume they got married seconds before the play began. It might’ve happened weeks before, and it’s only recently that the King found out.



Iachimo makes a note of the book that Imogen is reading. It’s the tale of Tereus and Philomel – a story about rape and revenge.


Yes, not very conducive to a peaceful night’s sleep, is it? And I’m sure Shakespeare didn’t choose that book title by accident, because what’s happening to Imogen is a form of rape. It’s a very unpleasant scene, unbelievably debasing. She’s undergoing an assault in what’s meant to be the safest place in the palace – her bedroom. And it echoes the stealing of her brothers from their nursery all those years ago. This is another form of stealing – yes, her bracelet, but also the violation of her privacy and honour.



The following morning, Imogen wakes to the sound of musicians serenading her from outside her window. Cloten has organised a little recital to try and woo her.


Bob Peck played Cloten. I loved playing scenes with him, he was so sparkly. He was dressed from head to toe in green and looked like the Jolly Green Giant. Sometimes the part of Cloten is doubled with Posthumus, because they’re rivals who never meet, which I imagine can work really well, but in our production Roger Rees played Posthumus.

Cloten hasn’t got a clue, has he? No refined graces, and can’t seem to get the message that Imogen doesn’t fancy him. She’s desperate to get away, yet needs to remain polite. There’s something of the brute about Cloten – a mixture of stupidity and aggression – and I think she’s probably quite frightened and threatened by him, so she has to keep her wits about her.

Things do eventually escalate, but as an actor you don’t want to give away how she feels too soon, otherwise there’ll be nowhere for the story to go. So, best to keep the lid on Imogen’s loathing of Cloten for as long as possible to maintain the suspense. Then, when Cloten starts denigrating her husband, calling Posthumus ‘a base slave … a squire’s cloth’, she forgets her manners and socks it to him, calling Cloten a fool and telling him that he’s not even worth her husband’s ‘meanest garment’. Cloten takes umbrage and stomps off in a huff to tell his mother. He’s a real little mummy’s boy.



In her next scene, Imogen opens a letter from Posthumus that says he has arrived in Milford Haven and that she should sneak away from the palace and meet him there.


‘O, for a horse with wings!’ She’s over the moon. He’s no longer in Italy, but down the road – well, not quite down the road but much more reachable. Milford Haven: ‘blessed Milford … Tell me how Wales was made so happy as / T’inherit such a haven.’ They should have that as a quote on the Welsh Tourist Board.



But what she doesn’t know is that Pisanio has received a separate letter from Posthumus. Believing that Imogen has committed adultery with Iachimo, Posthumus has asked Pisanio to take her to Milford Haven and murder her.


Oh, I’d forgotten that. It’s turned into a thriller. Pisanio tries to put her off going but Imogen is adamant, and decides to dress as a franklin’s wife – a franklin being a sort of lower-ranking landowner – and she dresses like that to help her escape from the palace undetected. She orders Pisanio to go along with her.


IMOGEN

Do as I bid thee: there’s no more to say,

Accessible is none but Milford way.



It’s thigh-slapping pantomime, isn’t it? With a potential contract killing thrown in for good measure.



Imogen and Pisanio arrive on the outskirts of Milford Haven, but she doesn’t understand why he is looking so glum.


Yes, he should be more upbeat and excited because they’re about to meet Posthumus. She tries every which way to cheer him up until he is forced to show her the other letter from Posthumus with instructions to kill her. Imogen is in shock. How can Posthumus think she’s been false, when night after night she’s been lying in bed, crying, and in agony at how much she misses him. She assumes Posthumus has fallen for some Italian woman: ‘Men’s vows are women’s traitors.’ The bottom drops out of her world. There’s no truth in anything any more.

She insists that Pisanio kill her, but he throws his sword away. He tries to persuade her to return to the court, but she refuses – she’d rather move abroad: ‘Hath Britain all the sun that shines?’ she asks. ‘There’s livers out of Britain.’



Pisanio decides to write to Posthumus, enclosing a bloodied cloth to ‘prove’ that Imogen is dead. In the meantime, he suggests that Imogen seek out the Roman ambassador, Lucius, who also happens to be in Milford Haven.


The plan is to dress as a boy, become Lucius’s page, and return to Rome with him in order to observe Posthumus from a distance.

Another reason why she has to disguise herself as a boy is because Pisanio is about to leave her, and Imogen can’t be wandering alone in the mountains of Wales dressed as a woman – she needs to protect herself. And so Pisanio provides her with yet another costume change – first a franklin’s wife and now a page boy; he’s like a walking wardrobe, isn’t he?

I have a feeling I asked the designer to make the page’s clothes a little too big for me – they shouldn’t quite fit. I imagined they belonged to Pisanio.

And Imogen mustn’t only alter her appearance, she needs to change her behaviour as well, be ‘ready in gibes, quick-answered, saucy and / As quarrelous as the weasel’.



You can certainly do the weasel bit – if our friendship is anything to go by – you’re always up for a fight.


[Laughs.] Before waving goodbye, Pisanio hands her a potion that was concocted by the Queen. It’s meant to steady the nerves and calm the stomach. Not quite kosher, but Imogen doesn’t know that yet.



In her next scene, Imogen is alone and dressed as a boy.


Yes, and she’s cut her hair. Judging by that photo of me as Imogen, I’ve popped into Vidal Sassoon in Haverfordwest. Far too smart. My hair should have been scruffy. I looked like Mary Quant.



At this point in your script, you’ve written: ‘GROWING UP SCENE.’


Well, Imogen’s been forced to change – physically, emotionally and psychologically. She’s far from home and by herself – no sign of the princess and heir to the throne.

She has a great opening line in her first soliloquy dressed as a chap: ‘I see a man’s life is a tedious one.’ It gets a belter, every time. She’s exhausted, been sleeping rough for two nights, and no matter how far she walks can’t seem to get any nearer to Milford Haven: ‘Foundations fly the wretched.’ The town’s like a mirage in the distance, elusive. What happened to her horse, I wonder? You’d think Pisanio would’ve left her with a horse. Maybe she ate it. [Laughs.]

She discovers a cave, and is afraid to go in, but she’s too tired and hungry not to. It’s very Snow White. But what she doesn’t know – and this is when the story really turns into a fairy tale – is that the cave belongs to her two long-lost brothers, who are being brought up by Belarius, the lord who stole them from their nursery in revenge for being banished by Cymbeline.



Belarius returns from hunting, along with the two boys, and discovers somebody in their cave, eating their food.



BELARIUS

By Jupiter, an angel – or if not

An earthly paragon. Behold divineness

No elder than a boy.



Imogen emerges from the cave, startled to see three straggly and scruffy wild folk dressed in pelts and sheepskins. It must be like meeting creatures from another planet – a far cry from the gentility of the court. She tries to appease them with money but they dismiss her. She’s terrified that they might attack her.

They ask her who she is, where she’s heading? She says her name is ‘Fidele’. It’s a good choice as it means ‘one who is faithful’. She has never ever missed a moment of loving and being faithful to Posthumus, even though she now suspects that he is being unfaithful to her.

Belarius bids Fidele welcome, and the boys compete for their new friend’s attention. They’re so excited to have somebody different to chat with, because don’t forget Belarius has been on the run for twenty years and the boys have been shielded from the outside world in case they are recognised as the King’s stolen sons. That’s why they’re holed up in the Welsh mountains. They’re outlaws and probably haven’t met many people.

It’s charming – a touch of fairy-tale magic. You feel relieved for Imogen because she’s so vulnerable. After so much misery and heartache, she’s found an oasis of kindness.

But the next morning, she isn’t feeling very well. She’s probably eaten too much, after days of having eaten too little. And on top of that, there’s the trauma of finding out that Posthumus wants to murder her, the weight of having to hold it all together for so long, and the relief of finally being able to put her feet up after all that travelling … no wonder she becomes ill. It’s like getting a cold when you finish an acting job.

Imogen insists that Belarius and the boys go out hunting but they’re worried for her welfare. They’re so bewitched by her – marvelling at her cooking skills (cutting the vegetables into ‘characters’), her delicious sauces fit for the gods, and her angel-like singing voice.

Cooking and singing, eh? Not a natural casting fit for me as I don’t profess to have either of those talents.



I like your singing.


What’s wrong with my cooking? Actually, don’t answer that – you’ll only go on about the weevils.



I can still picture them carrying pine nuts around your salad bowl. And you do overcook everything, Jude – your pork chops taste of shoes.


[Laughs.]



As the two boys prepare to go off hunting, they declare their love for Fidele. You don’t often say you love somebody after just twenty-four hours, do you?


Well, you don’t often get on two horses and gallop to Milford Haven, read a letter saying your husband wants to kill you, and then have your servant piss off back to London leaving you in the wilds of West Wales dressed in boy’s clothes. It’s make-believe, a fantasy. And the reason it’s so enchanting is that the children are siblings – and the only people who know it are the audience.

Imogen takes the Queen’s potion, which is meant to be a restorative, and goes back into the cave for a sleep.



Cloten is heard shouting nearby. Dressed in Posthumus’s clothes, he is on a mission to kill Posthumus and rape Imogen. Belarius recognises Cloten’s voice and starts panicking, thinking they’ve been discovered and may be arrested. In the fight that follows, Cloten is decapitated. One of the brothers runs to check on Imogen and brings out her lifeless body from the cave.


The boys are grief-stricken: ‘The bird is dead / That we have made so much on.’ They prepare her grave and sing that beautiful dirge:


Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,

Nor the furious winter’s rages;

Thou thy worldly task hast done,

Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages;

Golden lads and girls all must,

As chimney-sweepers come to dust …



‘Chimney-sweepers’ are those reeds – I think they’re called ribwort plantain – which have a little brown nobbly bit at the end. If you pick them and bend the stalk round the neck, you can go ‘phwat’ like that, and shoot off the head, and all the seeds burst away like dust. I do it all the time when I find them. I can’t resist it.



The potion wears off and Imogen, alone, awakes to find herself lying beside the headless body of Cloten. But because the body is dressed in Posthumus’s clothes she assumes it’s her husband.


Big speech coming up. She’s a little woozy at first, as if she’s coming out of a nice dream. And then she sees the corpse and loses the plot. She thinks that Cloten and Pisanio have murdered Posthumus. And who knows, they could still be lurking in the bushes waiting to kill her. She’s terrified and besmirches her face with blood in the hope of warding off any attackers.

My God, it’s a grisly scene. I was comforted when I heard that Bernard Shaw thought it the cruellest speech to give an actress. It really is impossible to play. The headless corpse in our production was ridiculous – just a great big stuffed Guy Fawkes. It was jelly-limbed, which meant that when I lifted it up the knees would bend the wrong way and I’d hear people snigger. The speech was difficult enough without having to act with a piece of floppy spaghetti.



Lucius, the Roman ambassador, arrives and discovers Imogen lying across the headless corpse.


I mean, where the hell has he come from? It’s not as if Imogen’s hanging around Marks and Spencer in Oxford Street – she’s up in the hills in a cave, for goodness’ sake. How do they all end up there? It’s such a wild and fanciful story.



Well, Lucius is on his way to meet the Roman army, who have landed on the shores of Britain. War is about to break out between the two countries. And he comes across Imogen and asks her who she is.


And she says: ‘I am nothing; or if not, / Nothing to be were better.’ She’s at her lowest ebb, hollowed out, with nothing to live for. Impressed with Imogen’s loyalty in wanting to stay with the dead body, Lucius takes her on as his page.

And then it’s the battle, isn’t it? Back and forth, shields and pikes, Italy versus Britain. A lot of dry ice and drums and noise. Posthumus, Belarius and the boys are all there fighting against the Romans, alongside King Cymbeline, who is captured, and then rescued. Eventually, and against all odds, Britain wins.



And then it’s the bonkers last scene with something like twenty-eight denouements.


There are so many surprises I ran out of faces to pull.

Cymbeline is informed that his wife, the Queen, has died, and that she never really loved him; Imogen sees her brothers again, and they converge and have a nice big hug. Cymbeline recognises one of his long-lost sons by the mole on his neck – very big on moles, that family – and Posthumus discovers that Imogen hasn’t been unfaithful and the couple are reunited. When she puts her arms around him, Posthumus has that lovely line: ‘Hang there like fruit, my soul, / Till the tree die.’

Iachimo apologises for his misdeeds, so even he turns out to be all right in the end. Posthumus is credited for his heroism during the war, Belarius is exonerated for stealing Cymbeline’s sons, peace is made with Rome, and everybody is forgiven: ‘Pardon’s the word to all.’

And then all the actors retire exhausted to their dressing rooms and hope nobody’s going to come backstage to say hello. [Laughs.]



There are very few surprises for the audience in this last scene. What keeps them interested?


They want to know how Shakespeare will knit all the story strands together.

It’s a very strange play, isn’t it? It’s an epic story – a great big tapestry. I remember David Jones, the director, describing it as ‘a sharp-focus Kafka dream with laughs along the way’. But you don’t often hear Cymbeline quoted. It has some wonderful sections of poetry. And that last act is a feat of structural engineering – supreme craftsmanship in knowing when to reveal each piece of information. But – and I feel a bit ungrateful saying this – when I played Imogen, I often felt like Sisyphus pushing an enormous boulder up a hill. It wasn’t a lot of fun.

It didn’t help that David Jones disappeared after the first night and never returned to give us notes. To be fair, he was committed to another job in America. He was a very good director – I made the film Langrishe, Go Down with him – but you need somebody to continue overseeing a production, to keep you on your toes, let you know if it’s moving away from what was intended. Because occasionally a production can veer off and it needs a steady hand on the tiller. And only your director can provide that.

I can’t remember which production it was, but Peter Hall once told me that I’d become a little baroque in something he had directed, and I knew exactly what he meant. A performance can get embroidered, overstated, overacted. That’s why a director has to come back and look at a play after it’s been going for some time, in case the actors have been encouraged into bad ways – either by each other, the audience, or their own bad taste. So yes, I was perhaps a bit beady when David didn’t return to give us notes on Cymbeline.

But I’m certainly not blaming David for my unhappiness in the role. Imogen is a very lonely part – she cuts quite a solitary figure. And, ultimately, I wasn’t enamoured with the play as an overall piece.



You’d be in good company – it’s had a chequered history. Although writers like Keats and Hazlitt loved it, Samuel Johnson hated it and Bernard Shaw was also very dismissive.


Shaw rewrote the last act, didn’t he? But then he was always taking potshots at Shakespeare.



Some actors have had a huge hit with Imogen – Ellen Terry, Peggy Ashcroft, Vanessa Redgrave.


I never saw Vanessa in the role, but I can imagine she was wonderful. We were in the same year at drama school, she and I, and even then you could tell she was exceptional.

And the first time ever I saw Peg [Ashcroft] on stage was when she played Imogen in 1957 at Stratford. By the time I was cast in the play myself, many years later, she and I had become great friends, and I went to ask her advice about Imogen. She said, ‘It’s an absolute pig of a part, I never got it right, you’ll hate playing it, but on the last night you’ll regret not being able to play it again.’ Well, she was right on one thing: I didn’t enjoy playing it. But I’m afraid I never did want to be in it again.

After Peggy died, there was a memorial service at Westminster Abbey, and because she’d scored a huge success with Imogen, Dorothy Tutin and I were asked to recite: ‘Fear no more the heat of the sun’. I remember we were sitting there, just as the service was about to start, when John Gielgud came in late. Dorothy and I thought he was going to be in a terrible state because he and Peggy were devoted to each other, but he simply walked over to us, kissed us both and sat down. Then, from nowhere, he said, ‘Don’t you think those lights are terribly unsuitable for a place like this?’ He was looking up at the big, elaborate Waterford crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling of the abbey. It seemed such an odd remark to make, but of course he was covering up his grief. He was heartbroken.



One of the major plot strands in Cymbeline involves the heroine, Imogen, and her two older brothers. You, Judi Dench, had two older brothers.


Yes, my eldest brother Peter, was a doctor, and my middle brother Jeff was an actor. In fact, this was one of the rare occasions when Jeff and I worked together: he played Cymbeline. At least we had a familial resemblance, although Jeff was, of course, far too young to play my father – he was only six years older than me.



And did you all get on?


Peter and I did, but when we were very young, Jeff and I were always at each other’s throats. Until we grew up a bit – and then we both discovered that same love for the theatre which made us very close.

Jeff had always wanted to be an actor – ever since he was a little boy. He used to do Macbeth’s ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow’ as a party piece, and that speech from Julius Caesar: ‘For once upon a raw and gusty day’. And then he went to Central School of Speech and Drama and he used to come back and talk to me about it. He won the Fulbright Scholarship whilst at Central, which took him to Georgia.



How was he with your success, Jude?


He was always supportive. I’m sure it was complicated for him but he never let on. It must have been jolly painful when I started getting lots and lots of parts. Although Jeff himself nearly always worked. I think he still holds the record for being the longest-serving member of the Royal Shakespeare Company – about forty-five years. I just wish we’d worked together more on Shakespeare. The only productions we did were Cymbeline, Twelfth Night and Merry Wives, the Musical.






Critics

What is your view on critics?


Some I like, some I don’t, and some are friends. But ultimately, it’s just one person’s opinion.

Caryl Brahms never liked anything I did. She was vitriolic, and clearly allergic to me. She’d always refer to me in her reviews as ‘Dench, J’, as if I was in the school play, or ‘little Miss Dench’. She said I played Juliet ‘like an apple in a Warwickshire orchard’, whatever the hell that means – and that Rosalind Iden was much better in the part. (Criticism I can deal with, but I loathe comparison.) No, Caryl Brahms always had the knife in me – never once gave me a good notice. But then, you know, some people won’t like your work and they’ll find fault – that’s just par for the course.

In the early days I used to read every single word of my reviews, but I don’t have any truck with them any more. I stopped looking when I read two wildly divergent opinions on the same performance. I thought: No, from now on I’m going to be true to the director, the company, the play and the audience. I don’t believe critics can teach you anything.



You really don’t think so?


No, I don’t, because if you read something negative, you start worrying and become self-conscious – and nobody wants to watch an actor being self-conscious. In any case, I usually know what’s wrong with my performance, and I’m trying to get it better every time I step onstage. Acting is work in progress, and it changes every night – because of the audience, because of circumstances, because of all sorts of things. The performance on the press night may have nothing to do with what happens on the eleventh or the thirty-fifth.

And a positive review can bring its own problems. A critic admires the way you do something and you think: Well that buggers it – I’ll never manage to do it again now. And then you get actors who start basking in their good notices and become unbearable to work with.

Also, if you receive very good reviews – and I should be so lucky – the audience come with very high expectations and you’re under pressure to live up to them. Not that I’m wishing bad reviews on me or anybody else – I mean, much, much nicer to have good reviews, but – oh God, I don’t know what I’m saying …



I think it must be difficult being a critic: going to the theatre several nights a week, the burden of having to formulate an opinion and hit a deadline.


Oh, I’m sure. And whereas the rest of us choose to go to the theatre, the critics often don’t. Sometimes they must arrive in the foyer and think: Oh my God, she’s not in it as well, is she? I’ve now got to sit through three hours of her. And we put so much value on what they have to say, but they may have had a very bad journey and be in a really nowty mood. I just think it’s a shame that audiences can’t come to the theatre and make up their own minds.



In my experience, the opinions of friends and family can often be much more vicious than the theatre critics’.


Occasionally, yes – or utterly indifferent. They come round to the dressing room, drink your champagne and say things like: ‘Well you’ve done it again’ or ‘Look at you’ or ‘I saw you’ – whatever the hell that means. I once had a friend who told me he was bringing his mother to see me in the West End, and I tried extra hard, really put everything into it; then, after the show, there was a knock on the door and she walked in and said, ‘You would not believe the bus journey we had.’ Never referred to the play at all. [Laughs.]

I remember Peter Brook coming to see The Winter’s Tale in Stratford when I was doubling Hermione and Perdita. He walked into my dressing room afterwards and said, ‘It’s Peter.’ I said, ‘Oh yes, hello, Peter.’ Then he retreated to the doorway, leant his elbow on the wall and just looked at me with his hand over his mouth – said nothing for about two minutes, just stared. Then sighed and left. It was very odd.

My father, on the other hand, used to come backstage and cry.

After you’ve had bad notices, you only need one person to say, ‘God, I thought that was terrific,’ and all the negativity is blown away. And that can be a friend, or another critic. After the initial drubbing we received for Romeo and Juliet, we then had a sensational notice from Kenneth Tynan – I’ll never forget it. It saved the show and got me through, gave me my confidence back. (Although having said that, he did describe my Ophelia as a ‘terribly sane little thing’. So it’s swings and roundabouts.)



Which critics have been your friends?


Oh, I’ve been friends with a whole load of them. I adore Michael Billington, and I knew John Trewin very well. I loved him. And W. A. Darlington. I’m not saying critics aren’t nice people. It’s so lovely to meet and talk – away from the theatre.






All’s Well That Ends Well

Countess of Roussillon

When you played the Countess in 2003, it was your first time back at the RSC since 1979. What had changed?


Well, Trevor [Nunn] wasn’t running it for a start. And a lot of the old faces had gone.

I don’t think I was in a very good place. It was my first time back on stage since my husband, Mikey, died.



The Countess in All’s Well has just lost her husband. Given the parallels with your own life, another actor might have run in the opposite direction. Was there something cathartic about playing the part? Did it help you with your grief?


I suppose I must have fed all that into it. But I’m afraid my memory’s a little hazy. Good job you were in it, too – playing Morgan, the interpreter, in a very nasal Welsh accent. You’re going to have to help me fill in the gaps, otherwise it’ll be a trip down memory cul-de-sac. [Laughs.]

I know we opened at the Swan Theatre in Stratford, because that’s the only time I’ve ever played the space. Then we transferred to the Gielgud in London. And that’s when I also appeared in Les Mis.



How did your appearance in Les Misérables come about?


I was chatting to two of the actors who were performing in it, next door at the Sondheim Theatre. I had a big gap in All’s Well, so I thought wouldn’t it be fun to pop round and be in Les Mis one night. Cameron Mackintosh heard about it and flew in from Spain to be there. He stood at the back of the stalls.

It went like this: I played my first couple of scenes as the Countess, then leapt out of my costume and wig, into my Les Mis get-up and ran next door. Got shot on the barricades: ‘Aaaaaaarghhhhhh.’ I thought I was meant to die – overacted a lot, keeled over – but then somebody whispered in my ear, ‘You’re only meant to be shot in the arm.’ So I switched my injury [clutches arm], ‘Oooh,’ was dragged offstage, bolted out of the stage door, back to the Gielgud and into my Countess costume.

Jonathan Pryce wrote to me afterwards and said, ‘If you’re interested, there’s a very nice part of a goat you could play in our show.’ Because he was in the Albee play at the Lyric, on the other side of us. And I thought: What else could I be in? I could get a tuk-tuk down to the St Martin’s and play the murderer in The Mousetrap, and still be back for the last scene to greet Helena when she comes home.



The RSC production opened with the Countess alone onstage.


And she has the first line of the play: ‘In delivering my son from me, I bury a second husband.’ (It’s only one of two Shakespeare plays that start with a woman speaking – the other being Macbeth.)

Her husband has died, which means that her young son, Bertram, automatically becomes a ward of the court. He has to leave for Paris to be with the King, and the Countess is saying goodbye to him.

I remember I wore a black brocade dress with a white ruff and a silver damask sleeveless open robe. And Gary Waldhorn had a fistula.



No, Gary Waldhorn didn’t have a fistula. Gary Waldhorn played the part of the King who had a fistula. So you’re saying goodbye to Bertram, and there’s a young girl there in tears.


Yes – Helena, who we adopted into our family after she was orphaned. Everyone assumes that Helena is crying because she misses her late father, a renowned physician who could’ve cured the King. But actually Helena is in tears because she doesn’t want to say goodbye to Bertram. She’s set her cap at him, been in love with him for some time, but we don’t find that out until later.



Most of the opening scene is in prose, and then the Countess has that lovely piece of verse.


Yes, where she blesses her son: ‘Love all, trust a few / Do wrong to none.’ It’s similar to that speech in Hamlet when Polonius says to Laertes: ‘To thine own self be true.’ It’s wonderful when you get into the verse after being in prose, it gives the scene a bounce, and makes the moment between mother and son emotionally stronger.



So Bertram leaves for Paris. And in her next scene, the Countess is informed that Helena has been overheard expressing her love for him. She summons her adopted daughter for a meeting. As she waits for Helena to arrive, the Countess says: ‘Even so it was with me when I was young.’ What does she mean by that?


Shakespeare doesn’t think it necessary for us to know the exact detail of what went on in the Countess’s life, but the line alerts you to the fact that the Countess has had a similar experience to Helena’s.



But what specifically was that experience? Central to Helena’s dilemma is that Bertram is in a different class to her – he’s the son of a count and she’s ‘a poor physician’s daughter’. Could the Countess be referring to her own difference in class in relation to her late husband?


Could be, although it’s not mentioned elsewhere in the play. Perhaps it reminds the Countess of saying goodbye to her husband. Or maybe it refers to somebody completely different and she remembers that feeling of unrequited love. Whatever it is, you need to imbue it with something concrete. It’s like that line in Twelfth Night when Sir Andrew Aguecheek says, ‘I was adored once, too.’ The audience don’t have to know who it was or when it was, but you, the actor, need to have a story in your head so that the line means something to you – and then hopefully that will communicate itself to the audience.



Helena arrives for her audience with the Countess and is forced to confess her love for Bertram.


It’s a terrific scene – very cat and mouse with the Countess constantly having the upper hand.

Having finally acknowledged her feelings for Bertram, Helena asks the Countess for permission to travel to Paris. She believes she can cure the King with one of her father’s old remedies. But the Countess knows that Helena is holding something back.


COUNTESS

This was your motive

For Paris, was it? Speak.

HELENA

My lord your son made me to think of this.



You bet. The real reason Helena wants to go to Paris is to be with Bertram. The Countess finally gives Helena her blessing:


COUNTESS

Be gone tomorrow and be sure of this:

What I can help thee to thou shalt not miss.





Why is the Countess so keen to foster the relationship between Helena and Bertram?


Why? Because she loves her. And she loves her son.



But when you think of the difference in status, and the sumptuary laws in Shakespeare’s time—


The what?



The sumptuary laws. They were a set of laws that were created to maintain the class structure. There was a whole raft of rules and regulations. Take fashion, for instance – servants always wore blue, and only the nobility were allowed to wear lace or silk. Everything was coded so you could differentiate the various classes and trades. People had to ‘stay in their lane’, as it were. So for a countess to encourage the marriage of her noble son to the daughter of a lowly doctor—


Well, the Countess is ahead of her time, she’s a modern woman, and doesn’t care about things like that. It’s nice being reminded of the play. I’d forgotten how good it is. It’s full of hope. It’s a fairy tale.



This next scene is rather odd. I can see that we need some of it for plot: the Countess wants to send a message of encouragement to Helena in Paris via her clown, Lavatch. But why do we need all that banter with the clown? The Countess has already had one scene with him and that didn’t move the story forward either.


Maybe not, but we need it for light relief. And also, it shows another facet to the Countess.

Shakespeare’s clowns are interesting. You sense they’ve been places and seen things. They’re old souls. They possess a sort of sixth sense, and comment on the action – like Feste in Twelfth Night, and the Fool in Lear. Lavatch says some very potent things. Clowns often have a connection to the past and many of them have belonged to somebody prior. Lavatch is a link to the Countess’s late husband and that’s why she indulges him. He fills a very good place in her life (and in the play).



Those clowns you’ve just mentioned – Feste, the Fool and Lavatch – would’ve been played by an actor called Robert Armin in Shakespeare’s time. He took over from Will Kempe, who left the company in 1600. There’s a marked difference in the clowns before and after that date. Shakespeare was obviously writing to the strengths of the individual actor. The earlier clowns, as played by Kempe, were more rustic servant with a lot of slapstick and dancing thrown in; whereas with Armin, the clowns became more sardonic, philosophical and world-weary.

The scene between the Countess and the clown in our RSC production became about preparing Lavatch to travel to court. He was getting bathed and dressed whilst having a witty exchange with the Countess.


It’s such a peculiar relationship, isn’t it? I think she likes him. He makes her laugh. Her husband has died, her son and Helena have gone. She’s lonely. He offers her great comfort, distracts her from all the protocol that comes with being a countess. She finds him entertaining – she relaxes when he’s around. He talks dirty to her. He’s filthy and rude and oversteps the mark, but she probably quite likes that. She certainly eggs him on. Their exchange shows that she has a sense of humour. ‘To be young again, if we could,’ she says. He releases the child in her. And when, at the end of the scene, she says: ‘Haste you again,’ yes, she wants him to hurry back with Helena’s reply, but I think she’s also saying: Don’t be long, because I’m going to miss you.



Meanwhile, in Paris, and against all odds, Helena has cured the King of his fistula, and as a reward is invited to choose a husband from amongst the eligible bachelors within his court. She singles out Bertram, but Bertram refuses to marry her.



KING

Thou know’st she has raised me from my sickly bed.

BERTRAM

But follows it, my lord, to bring me down

Must answer for your raising?



He’s so bloody rude. He thinks that Helena is too far beneath him in status. The King is furious and forces Bertram’s hand, and the marriage goes ahead that very night.

No sooner are they married but Bertram abandons Helena by buggering off to war. What a little shit. Until then, we think it’s a love match but not at all. He’s not very honourable, Bertram; he’s churlish in the extreme.



You’re very pro-Helena, aren’t you? But you could argue that Helena’s a tad manipulative. Later in the play she engineers the bed trick where Bertram is deceived into having sex with her. She’s duplicitous. You could see her as a bit of a stalker.


Don’t be ridiculous. She’s not a stalker. Why can’t you just say that she’s in love with him? And probably has been for years and years and years.



Just because you’re in love with somebody doesn’t mean you automatically get to marry them.


Yes, but she should get some kind of reward. She went to the King and cured him.



But why does he have to be the reward?


Oh well, now you’re picking bones out of it – because there would be no play if he wasn’t!



I think that’s a real cop-out, a very flimsy argument.


But it’s true. OK, so he may not love her, but nevertheless it’s ungracious. And besides, this is Shakespeare – he’s always doing things like that. Look at Mariana in the moated grange in Measure for Measure. Same thing. There’s a bed trick in that. There’s no story if that doesn’t happen. Yes, it’s messy and complicated and people are duplicitous. But that’s what human life is about.

Also, we’re not in a world where you fall in love and have one girlfriend after another – it’s much more formal. And Bertram’s a ward of the court, which means it’s the King’s choice who he marries. People married for strategic and political reasons. You can’t measure it by today’s standards.



The Countess is delighted to learn that Helena and Bertram are married but can’t understand why Helena is travelling home alone to join her in Roussillon: ‘It hath happened all as I would have had it, save that he comes not along with her.’

The Countess opens a letter from Bertram:



COUNTESS [READS]

I have sent you a daughter-in-law; she hath recovered the King, and undone me. I have wedded her, not bedded her, and sworn to make the ‘not’ eternal. You shall hear I am run away; know it before the report come. If there be breadth enough in the world, I will hold a long distance. My duty to you. Your unfortunate son, Bertram.



The Countess. Is. Livid. How dare he disregard the King, and show utter contempt for his new wife by abandoning her? The Countess calls him a ‘rash and unbridled boy’.



Helena arrives at Roussillon, distraught. She, too, has received a letter from Bertram, in which he vows never to call her his wife unless she can a) physically remove a family ring from off his finger and b) become pregnant by him.


It’s heartbreaking to see Helena so upset. The Countess is ferociously protective of her. She sees her worth, and knows that she’s this extraordinary girl who possesses the gift of being able to heal people. And what’s Bertram been doing with his life? Bugger all, by the looks of it. We don’t know, because it’s never said, but he just seems to be bumming around.

The Countess renounces Bertram:


COUNTESS

He was my son,

But I do wash his name out of my blood,

And thou art all my child.



That’s one hell of a statement for a mother to make, but it shows the deep level of affection that she has for Helena. She reassures her new daughter-in-law that they will deal with this trauma together, and goes off to write a spiky letter to her son.



Left alone, Helena begins to regret her marriage to Bertram. Her actions have forced him to run away to war, and as long as he’s on a battlefield, he’s risking his life. She decides to leave Roussillon forever, in the hope that Bertram will return home safely and be reunited with his mother.


See? How can you call her a stalker? That’s a huge act of love. She’s sacrificing her own happiness in order to protect Bertram. And, in the process, she’s risking her own safety by wandering out into the night and travelling alone.

I think I ran on in a nightdress with my hair down for the next scene. It’s the early hours of the morning, Helena has been reported missing and the house is in upheaval. She’s left a note for the Countess, explaining that she’s on her way to Spain to become a pilgrim, thus freeing Bertram of any marital responsibility.

The Countess is distraught. All she wanted was for the two people she loved most to get married – and move in with her. (Moving in with her is not in the script, but that’s what I wanted when I played her.) And now it looks as if that will never happen. She has no one – her son’s gone, Helena’s away, her husband’s dead. The light’s gone out inside her. So she sends another letter to her son to tell him what’s happened – a lot of letters in this play: they certainly keep the post office busy – and then she goes back to bed for a good cry:


COUNTESS

My heart is heavy, and mine age is weak;

Grief would have tears, and sorrow bids me speak.





A few weeks later, with rumours of Helena’s death circulating, the Countess mourns her passing:



COUNTESS

If she had partaken of my flesh, and cost me the dearest groans of a mother, I could not have owed her a more rooted love.



Helena was an orphan, who the Countess brought up as her own daughter, and these lines are such a beautiful proof of her love. Maybe the Countess had always longed for a little girl and suddenly this child was there, and she poured everything into her.



There’s a line earlier where the Countess says to Helena:



COUNTESS

I am your mother

And put you in the catalogue of those

That were enwombed mine.





The word ‘those’ suggests that there were other children who didn’t survive.


Well, with infant mortality rates so high, maybe she had a daughter who died. It’s not said, and Shakespeare doesn’t want to tell you the specifics, but if it helps to flesh out the character …

Interesting that Shakespeare explores all the other parent/child relationships in his plays – father/daughter, father/son, mother/son – but rarely mother/daughter. There’s Juliet and Lady Capulet, of course, but this surrogate relationship between the Countess and Helena is given much more stage time.



In the final scene, the King arrives at Roussillon to offer his condolences on Helena’s death. Bertram has returned home and the Countess is keen to pave the way for a rapprochement between her son and the King.


She apologies to the King and makes excuses for Bertram’s behaviour: he’s a young man, irresponsible, it’s the ignorance of youth.

Bertram is truly repentant, the King forgives him and we’re back on terra firma … until the King notices the ring on Bertram’s finger and then – woompf! – everything is up in the air again. My God, the ring plot is so complicated.



All you need to know is that the King gave Helena a ring after she cured him, and Bertram shouldn’t be in possession of it.


Wonderful that Shakespeare plunges the last scene of the play into a detective story: How did Bertram get the ring? Did he kill Helena for it? They could have a murderer on their hands.



At which point, Diana Capilet, a young woman from Florence, bursts in and accuses Bertram of seducing her and promising her marriage. ‘Why do you look so strange upon your wife?’ she says.


[Intake of breath.] Just when you thought things couldn’t get any worse … And it was Diana Capilet who was involved in setting up the bed trick, wasn’t it, where Bertram, blindfolded, thought he was sleeping with Diana, but in actual fact it was Helena?



Exactly so.


Bertram calls Diana ‘a common gamester to the camp’ – insinuating that she was a prostitute amongst the soldiers – and talks about ‘boarding’ her. It’s all very rude – a bit much for a mother to hear. Bertram then blames Diana for seducing him. Oh yes, we’ve heard that one before – always the woman’s fault.



Diana produces the ring which Bertram gave her, thus proving he tried to seduce her.



COUNTESS

He blushes, and ’tis hit.

Of six preceding ancestors, that gem,

[Conferred by testament to the sequent issue,

Hath it been owed and worn. This is his wife.



Bertram is such an unforgiving part – irredeemable – nobody has a good word to say for him. He’s not given much leeway to be anything but a callow youth.


DIANA

He knows himself my bed he hath defiled,

And at that time he got his wife with child.

Dead though she be, she feels her young one kick.

So there’s my riddle: one that’s dead is quick

[meaning ‘living’].

And now behold the meaning.



At which point Helena makes her entrance, heavily pregnant. It’s magical.



There was an inspired moment when you stood with your arms by your side and slowly opened your palms to greet Helena. There was something religious about that gesture.


I don’t think I consciously thought about creating a religious gesture, but I knew I was required to do something. Helena says, ‘O my dear mother, do I see you living?’ The Countess is not just going to stand there motionless, is she? In front of her is this young woman she loves, who she believed to be dead, and who is now alive, and pregnant (with her grandchild). As an actor, you can’t ignore the emotion those things would make you feel but you can’t vocally express it either because Shakespeare doesn’t give you the words. And so you need to sum up the situation with as much economy as you can. That’s why I offered up my palms and she walked towards me and we held each other.

As the Countess and Helena embrace, a courtier says: ‘Mine eyes smell onions. I shall weep anon.’ It’s a great line, as it not only justifies allowing a moment between the two women, but defuses any sentimentality.

What an interesting play – very complex – you have to be on your mettle. I wonder why it’s rarely done. It’s never quoted, is it? There’s no great singing, ringing piece of verse that stays with you. The only line I remember is when a French lord says: ‘The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together.’



All’s Well That Ends Well is considered by some critics to be one of Shakespeare’s problem plays – ‘problem’ meaning morally contentious, ambiguous and psychologically complex. His other problem plays are Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida.


I’d also include The Merchant of Venice in that list.



Of course. Helena and Bertram are reunited and the King says:



KING OF FRANCE

All yet seems well; and if it end so meet,

The bitter past, more welcome is the sweet.





I know of a director who insisted that the ending was one of unadulterated joy. The actor playing Bertram disagreed and they had a big falling out over it. Is the ending positive?


‘All yet seems well.’ Mmm. I think it’s open-ended. We hope that they’re going to be happy, but Bertram has proved himself to be a bit of a shit and there’s no saying how he’ll behave in the future.

I think a dose of ambiguity is good. Maybe there should be a celebratory dance at the end, and then a moment where Helena goes to take Bertram by the hand, and he instinctively flinches … before finally accepting her. Yes, add a soupçon of acid to the mix, to keep the audience wondering as they leave the theatre: that’s what I’d do.






Shakespeare’s Language

Here are some quick-fire questions on Shakespeare’s language. What are similes and metaphors?


Similes and metaphors occur when a character goes to the limit of their imagination and uses a comparison in order to explain or understand something. When Juliet says: ‘My bounty is as boundless as the sea, / My love as deep,’ she’s using a simile to conjure up an image of the sea in order to communicate how she feels.

Then, of course, there are metaphors, which are the same thing but without the ‘as’ or ‘like’ comparison word, so the link is presented as being literal. For example, when Jacques says ‘All the world’s a stage’ in As You Like It, that’s a metaphor. He doesn’t say it’s like a stage, it just is a stage.



Why does Shakespeare use rhyme?


Many reasons. Often to tee up the next scene, to give the actors waiting offstage a clear cue; or to drive a point home and make it more indelible: ‘the play’s the thing / Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King.’ That’s what Hamlet says. Rhyme can also be used to show linguistic wit: characters fencing with words, trying to outdo each other. And in Shakespeare’s earlier plays, it’s often the language of lovers.

When I played Sally Bowles in Cabaret, the director Hal Prince said that a song is only an extension of speech. As soon as I heard that, it took the fear away. When speaking doesn’t serve, when the emotion becomes heightened, you have no option but to burst into song or dance. I think rhyme is a bit like that. It takes you up a gear; it’s another means of expressing yourself.

For instance, at the end of Viola’s soliloquy in Twelfth Night, realising that her life has become a lot more complicated, she says:


VIOLA

O Time, thou must untangle this, not I,

It is too hard a knot for me t’untie.



Viola finds herself in a situation that has gone beyond her, and she doesn’t know how to manage. She uses rhyme to acknowledge the difficulty of her predicament.

In Shakespeare, it’s always good to observe the differences in form – prose, verse, rhyme. If you ignore the changes and run it all together you’re bound to miss Shakespeare’s intentions.



How does a soliloquy differ from an aside?


Soliloquies are when it’s just you and the audience, whereas an aside is when you speak to the audience while there are other characters onstage. Asides are little morsels of information, which are not for that lot over there in the scene, but a secret treat for the people watching. Donald Sinden delivered most of his lines as asides [laughs] – even when they weren’t meant to be – he was forever involving the audience. You were lucky to get a look-in if you were acting opposite him.



When you quoted Viola just now, you took a tiny breath at the end of the iambic line. Was that to set up the rhyme? Because some people believe that you should always take a breath at the end of each verse line.


Some people ignore the end of verse lines, and that’s their choice, but I always think you have to mark it somehow – either with a breath, or a tiny suspension.

When I was aged six, I had to learn a few verses of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner for my homework. I was saying it out loud to my father: ‘As idle as a painted shipupon a painted ocean.’ And my father said, ‘No, no, Judi: “As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean.”’ So he was the first to teach me about phrasing and observing the line ending.

Peter Hall was very keen for us to mark the end of the iambic pentameter. He didn’t mind how we did it. He said that Peggy [Ashcroft] used to go up slightly at the end of the verse line. But you find your own way of marking it – either with a breath or a stress. If you run each line into the next, it sounds too much like prose. And you often run out of breath.



What’s your way of doing it?


I’ve no idea.



Would you mind trying a few of Hermione’s lines, so I can listen out?



HERMIONE

Since what I am to say must be but that

Which contradicts my accusation, and

The testimony on my part no other

But what comes from myself, it shall scarce boot me

To say ‘not guilty.’





Well … you took a breath at the beginning of every verse line then – or at the end, whichever way you choose to look at it.


That’s because Hermione has been put in an invidious position. She’s being forced to fight for her honour and defend herself against an accusation of adultery that’s been levelled at her by her husband, the King. She needs to be very careful and precise in what she says. She’s not going to run all that together in one breath, her answer needs negotiating. She’s confident in what she believes – her own innocence – but she’s not confident in the way she needs to articulate it.

Once you understand Hermione’s predicament and the intense pressure she’s under, it makes perfect sense to me that she would breathe in the oddest of places. It may feel unnatural, but that’s the way we speak in everyday life – it sounds colloquial.



Are you an iambic fundamentalist?


Yes, and very proud of it, thanks to Peter [Hall] and John [Barton]. Yes, you can ride roughshod over the structure of the verse, but why would you want to ignore the clues that Shakespeare is offering you?

Verse is there to support you, and if you go with the rhythm and trust it, it’s like surfing a wave. With a half-line, you know there ought to be a pause for a reaction. And the last word at the end of the iambic pentameter is often the most important: ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.’ ‘To be or not to be, that is the question.’ ‘Two loves I have of comfort and despair.’ These are all things that should make the thoughts easier for the audience to understand. But this is homework, which the audience shouldn’t be made conscious of: once you’re onstage, technique has to be secondary to telling the story.






Henry V

Katherine

In 1960 you were part of the landmark BBC TV series An Age of Kings, in which you played the French princess, Katherine, opposite Robert Hardy’s Henry V.


Yes, it was in fifteen parts and told the story of Shakespeare’s Richard II through to Richard III. I appeared in two episodes. It was broadcast live from the Riverside Studios, which must have happened on a Sunday because during the week I was also playing the part of Katherine at the Old Vic opposite a different Henry V – Donald Houston – with different costumes, different edits, and a different director.

Robert Hardy was extraordinary. I don’t think I’m misrepresenting him by saying that he believed himself to be the reincarnation of Henry V. He knew every single thing about him. He was an expert on the longbow and a consultant on the raising of the Mary Rose – a British warship that sank in the sixteenth century and was raised from the seabed in 1982. I’ve actually held a longbow from the Mary Rose. And a nit comb which the sailors carried for their hair. Holding them made history feel tangible.



Henry V has gone to war with France and, halfway through Shakespeare’s play, there’s a scene between Katherine, daughter to the French King, and her lady-in-waiting, Alice.


Henry V is making military advances and if France loses, Katherine knows that she could be part of a peace settlement. In fact, we’ve already been told that the French King has offered up …


CHORUS

… Katherine, his daughter, and with her, to dowry,

Some petty and unprofitable dukedoms.



If Katherine is to be courted by Henry V, then she needs to improve her English. When we first meet her, she is asking her lady-in-waiting, Alice, for an English lesson. Alice has apparently spent time in England, although you’d never guess it from her terrible pronunciation!

Alice starts by naming parts of the body in English. What’s lovely is that there’s something for everybody in this scene – even if you don’t speak French. Obviously, in Shakespeare’s day, those who understood French would’ve delighted in it, but if you didn’t, the scene would’ve been easy to follow because there’s a lot of pointing going on – hand, elbow, neck, fingers, nails – and then there’s that obscene word at the end which would’ve made people laugh, gasp or, if they were completely innocent, remain utterly baffled. I suppose you have to have a dirty mind to hear its meaning, which I’m sure the Puritans in Shakespeare’s time wouldn’t have admitted to possessing.



And what is that word?


‘Coun’ – which said in a French accent is – well … filthy. Katherine says: ‘De foot, et de coun?’ and goes on to say that such words are corrupting, gross and rude, and shouldn’t be used by honourable ladies. I’m not sure if I ever did this, but you can also pronounce the word ‘foot’ as foutre, which means ‘fuck’ in French. It’s certainly implied in the script.



Do you think the non-French-speakers in the Elizabethan audience would’ve enjoyed hearing a different language?


Oh, no doubt. Well – they were attuned to hearing new words because Shakespeare invented so many of them. But to hear French being spoken must’ve been thrilling. And also to hear pigeon English – ‘de fingres … d’elbow’. Alice assures Katherine that she knows how to speak like a native of England, which is patently untrue. She’s all over the place – they both are.

This is a huge play about going to war, and in the midst of sabre-rattling and horror and threats of violence, it’s a glorious relief to have these two arriving on stage. Shakespeare suddenly serves up a very domestic scene, which is also funny.

For both the Old Vic stage version and the BBC recording, the actor playing Alice and I had to wear a hennin, which is a high-coned medieval headdress with a draped veil. During the Old Vic tour of America, Jane Downs and I would play this first scene, run to our dressing rooms, dye our hair in the sink, and put our hennins back on again, so that when we met the other actors in the pub afterwards we’d either be blonde, raven or red. We did it every night – just a bit of silliness to keep us occupied during the show, which we mostly weren’t in.



[image: ]
By the end of the play, King Henry has won the Battle of Agincourt, and conquered France. In the final scene, while the English lords go off with the French King to study the peace treaty, Henry is left alone to woo Katherine (with Alice keeping a watchful eye).


The audience have seen these two countries fighting, and now you see them making love, as represented by these two people. It’s a counterweight to what’s gone on before and really necessary for the play, because it not only throws the brutality of war into relief, but releases the tension.



Henry starts his wooing in blank verse, but when Katherine says in prose: ‘I cannot speak your England’ he reverts to prose.


It’s as if they’re trying to find a common language.

He tries every which way to win her over. She gets the gist of what he’s saying – he’s flattering her, comparing her to an angel – and he even attempts a few jokes, but because of the language barrier, she doesn’t quite understand. He’s completely at sea. He’s much better on the battlefield or leaping into the saddle of a horse: this is excruciating for him. He becomes very verbose, tying himself in knots, which lends him a certain charm – at least, I think, in her eyes. After all that rallying of troops, it shows another side to Henry – sensitive and more vulnerable.

It’s too easy to dismiss Katherine as a docile wallflower with no volition. But I think she often has the upper hand in this scene and occasionally plays games – for example, at one point she tells Henry that his French would simply blow people’s minds: ‘Your majestee ’ave fausse French enough to deceive de most sage demoiselle dat is en France.’ It’s not true – his French is terrible; she’s sending him up. Anyway, that’s what I played. It’s up to the actor to make their own choice – it could be that Katherine says that because she’s embarrassed for him.

Henry then starts talking about making babies with her. Now, that’s rude talk, and she may either be genuinely horrified, or mischievous and feign ignorance.

Personally, I think when Henry speaks French she finds him funny (and attractive). For me, that’s what seals their relationship – being able to laugh together. Humour is what unites them. She agrees to marry him, they kiss and he tells her that she has witchcraft in her lips.

The whole scene is a little battle, a tiny skirmish, which they have to negotiate. But it’s a battle which they both win. By the end, the audience should feel that Katherine and Henry are going to be all right: that they genuinely like each other, and there’s a strong chance that the marriage will survive. That ending shouldn’t be a foregone conclusion from the outset though, otherwise there’s nowhere for the scene to go. It certainly starts awkwardly – they’re poles apart, and what if Henry doesn’t fancy her, what if Katherine says no? They’re both anxious, and it’s only as they struggle to find out about the other person that they discover a mutual bond. From an inauspicious start, from something that they were made to do, it just so happens that it goes well.

It’s a lovely part. You come on, play a cracking French scene, have a long pause (and dye your hair), then finally come back on to be wooed by King Henry. And then it’s the curtain call. Although I didn’t have a great time in America when Lawrence Harvey took over the part of Henry from Donald Houston. He acted the whole thing looking about a foot above my head. He told me that he couldn’t work with small actresses.

But that didn’t dent my enjoyment of being in the States for the first time. When we arrived in New York we went to see Count Basie play in Birdland [jazz club]. As we pulled up, there was a fight going on outside: one man knocked another man backwards and he fell through a glass door. It was like being on a film set.

I was privileged to hear so many of the jazz greats during my time in America – Miles Davies, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday. And there were lots of lovely actors in the company – like Walter Hudd who taught me at Central. Walter used to instil lessons in us about a strong work ethic and good behaviour, and yet he was the worst corpser I have ever known! He played the King of France in Henry V and the slightest mishap onstage would set him off giggling and snorting.



Hostess


I played Mistress Quickly, the Hostess, in Ken Branagh’s film of Henry V. And my husband Michael Williams played the part of … Michael Williams. Extraordinary, isn’t it? It’s not often you get to play your namesake. One day on set, Mikey said to Ken, ‘I’ve got this great idea – at the end of the Battle of Agincourt, why don’t I carry the Boy’s dead body across the field?’ And Ken said, ‘That’s a great idea, Mike. So good, in fact, I’m going to nick it and have my character do it.’ And he did. [Laughs.] Ken himself, as Henry V, carried the dead Boy (played by Christian Bale).

You’d never have known that this was Ken’s first film as a director. He created such a relaxed, collaborative, jokey atmosphere on set. One day the heavens opened as they were waiting to film a big battle sequence, and so Brian Blessed, keen to chivvy everyone along, suggested they all dance. It was very funny seeing rows of grown men in full armour tap-dancing in the mud and the rain.



While the whole country is caught up with the thought of travelling to France and fighting in Henry’s army, a little domestic scene is being played out in Eastcheap, London: Mistress Nell Quickly, Hostess of the Boar’s Head Tavern, who was meant to be engaged to Corporal Nym, has secretly married Ancient Pistol. And it’s all about to kick off.


Swords are drawn, the Hostess tries to calm the situation, but is told to butt out of it by Corporal Nym: ‘Will you shog off?’ Great phrase. We used to say it all the time at the Vic: ‘Fancy a pint?’, ‘No, shog off!’

It’s such wonderful language, isn’t it: Nym with his catchphrase ‘that is the humour of it’, and Mistress Quickly with her malapropisms, and Pistol’s bombast: ‘base tyke … Iceland dog’. Shakespeare has shown us the people from the court – the nobility, the decision-makers – and now he gives us the voices from the street, cleverly juxtaposing the different strata of society who’ll be making up Henry’s army.

Some of the audience will know Falstaff’s past as there’ll be echoes of him from all the plays they’ve seen him in. Ken cleverly incorporated a flashback from Henry IV, Part One into the film, in which Falstaff and the gang are pissed and laughing with Prince Henry in the Boar’s Head. The scene allows you to see Falstaff in his heyday, cavorting and drinking with his mates, having a lovely time in front of a roaring fire. Falstaff asks young Henry to banish Pistol and Nym when he becomes King, but never to banish Jack Falstaff: ‘Banish plump Jack, and banish all the world.’ And Henry replies: ‘I do, I will.’

It chills you, because that’s exactly what Henry does at his coronation. After all those days and nights spent together – with Falstaff acting as a surrogate father to Henry, when he was a young prince – Falstaff steps forwards to greet him now he’s king, and Henry cuts him dead, saying: ‘I know thee not, old man.’ [Intake of breath.]

And now Falstaff is in a bad way: ‘he is so shaked of a burning quotidian tertian that is most lamentable to behold.’ That’s what Mistress Quickly says. And she knows who’s to blame: ‘The King hath killed his heart.’



In their next scene, everybody’s spirits at the Boar’s Head Tavern are at rock bottom. Falstaff has died and the Hostess has that wonderful speech about his last moments.


It’s such a beautiful piece of writing, full of humanity, all those tiny details: how Falstaff died between twelve and one just as the tide was turning in the Thames. It may be written in prose but it sounds like poetry. And those exquisite images:


HOSTESS

For after I saw him fumble with the sheets and play with flowers, and smile upon his fingers’ ends, I knew there was but one way; for his nose was as sharp as a pen, and a’ babbled of green fields.



She recalls Falstaff asking her to put more clothes on his feet.


HOSTESS

I put my hand into the bed and felt them, and they were as cold as any stone. Then I felt to his knees, and so up’ard and up’ard, and all was as cold as any stone.



You just know Shakespeare’s been there – that he’s watched somebody die. Although he seems to have experienced everything, doesn’t he: what didn’t he know about?



It’s somehow more powerful that Falstaff’s death is reported, not shown, isn’t it?


Yes, although in the film there were cut-away shots of Falstaff lying in bed. But I agree, much more powerful that it happens offstage because the pictures are stronger.



Do you remember how you filmed this scene?


We were all sitting on the stairs – Pistol, Nym, Bardolph, the Boy and myself. It started with a wide shot of the group, slowly moved in for a close-up during my speech, and then the camera tracked back out again. It was all done in one take. The group shot establishes them as a unit, grieving for their lost friend, Falstaff – the centre of their world, the glue that held them together.

The Hostess goes on the attack when Bardolph says that as Falstaff lay dying, he railed against women. ‘Nay, that a’ did not,’ she says. She’s very proprietorial about her friendship with Falstaff.It’s a sort of ownership of their time together. Well, they go back a long way.



Twenty-nine years – that’s what she says in Henry IV, Part Two. Do you think they ever had a sexual relationship?


Oh yes, definitely – she was passed round, wasn’t she? [Laughs.] All sorts was going on in the dark corners of the Boar’s Head Tavern. But Falstaff was special. ‘Honeysuckle villain’, she called him. She knew full well that he was a mountain of trouble – he was a cad, controlling and manipulative – but she just couldn’t help herself. And when he couldn’t pay his bar bills he’d promise her marriage. He always kept her hanging – and longing. I think she even had to pawn her best jewellery for him at one point. She really did love him.



And then it’s time for the men to leave for France.


Yes, and tag along with King Henry’s army in the hope that they can make a quick buck along the way. They give the Hostess a kiss goodbye, although Nym can’t quite manage it, because he’s still too upset that she married Pistol. But he does give her his bracelet – at least he did in the film. And in a way, you think thank God Falstaff died just before they all went off to war. Because it’s the end of something. A new era is coming.

They’re an unconventional, dysfunctional family who exist below stairs: a slice of everyday life that isn’t kings and lords and archbishops, but people who make jokes and fight like cats, who burn bright and love each other deeply.



There’s a moment in Kenneth Branagh’s film when Pistol [Robert Stephens] gives you a kiss and disappears down the stairs. And then a close-up of you saying ‘Adieu’ as he walks out of the front door. It’s very powerful. What was going through your head?


Well, she knows they’re unlikely to come back. And she’s right, because the Boy is killed on the battlefield, Bardolph is hanged by Henry for stealing from a church, Nym is executed for looting, and the only survivor is Pistol who tells the audience at the end of the play: ‘News have I that my Nell is dead i’ th’ spital / Of malady of France.’ His new wife, Mistress Nell Quickly, Hostess of the Boar’s Head Tavern, has died from syphilis.

I wish I could play that part again. I’d play it better now. I wouldn’t have broken down at the end of her speech when I said: ‘… and all was as cold as any stone.’ Less is more, especially on film. And it’s sometimes more powerful not to cry. It’s that thing that Garbo used to say – if there’s the right thought in your eyes, the camera will pick it up.



I suppose by not crying you also keep the audience in suspense for longer.


That’s exactly what it is. Otherwise you let the air out of it. She’s a tough old bird, the Hostess, a survivor – like they all are – to have survived childbirth and plague and poverty and the Puritans. No, the tears aren’t good – you can express depth of feeling without crying.



And, not that you’re aware of this when you’re filming, but the music they add in the edit gives it another layer of emotion.


Oh, it’s a phenomenal score – so beautiful. Paddy Doyle. They played it at Mikey’s memorial.



How do you approach a part like the Hostess?


Like you do every part. Find out everything you can about the character – what they say about other people, what other people say about them (with the caveat that what others say about them may not necessarily be true). Is the character resilient? How do they deal with tricky situations? Do they fall at the first hurdle or are they more capable? You just have to be a detective, ask lots of questions.



I wonder why Shakespeare didn’t want Falstaff to appear in Henry V.


He would’ve taken over, probably. Didn’t want him to overwhelm Henry’s story. Falstaff is such a huge character. That’s why Shakespeare killed him off.

I wonder if that story’s true about Queen Elizabeth I asking Shakespeare to bring him back to life. And that’s why Falstaff and his posse all rock up again in Merry Wives – although the Boar’s Head gang in Merry Wives bears little resemblance to their namesakes in Henry V. Merry Wives is like a pantomime, whereas Mistress Quickly in Henry V is more flinty, as if she’s been hewn out of rock.






The Merry Wives of Windsor

Mistress Quickly

The Merry Wives of Windsor is Shakespeare’s only middle-class, suburban comedy. It’s also the only play of his which isn’t set in either the distant past, or a far-off land.


That’s not true. What about As You Like It? That happens in the forest of Arden, in Warwickshire, England.



Arden was anglicised from the French ‘Ardennes’. As You Like It is set in France, not Warwickshire, hence the French character names: Le Beau, Jacques, Amiens.


Don’t be ridiculous. Rosalind, Celia – they’re not French names. And what about Macbeth? Scotland – is that a foreign country? And The Dream – that isn’t set in the distant past.



I said either/or – either the past, or a far-off land. Macbeth is distanced by time – loosely based on the eleventh-century King of Scots – and The Dream takes place in Athens. The Merry Wives of Windsor is the closest we get to a play of his being set in contemporary, Shakespearean England.


OK, OK, have it your own way. So … The Merry Wives of Windsor. Or Merry Wives: The Musical, as it came to be known when you and I were in it together at the RSC.

It was such a beautiful design – very witty. Stephen [Brimson Lewis]’s set was picture-postcard Elizabethan England with thatched roofs and oak beams. At one point, a tiny cluster of miniature houses appeared onstage with lights in the windows and smoke coming out of their chimneys. I remember I would walk amongst them and give a very camp double-take, as if to say either I’ve become a giant or the houses have shrunk.

And there was also a scene in a meadow with sheep passing along the back of the stage on a travelator. I’ve still got one of those sheep, minus its tail – it’s in the other room. And didn’t Falstaff and his gang make their first entrance on a motorbike? I think that was a homage to the bikers who descend on Stratford-upon-Avon every summer.

The costumes had a 1950s twist. I had a red wig, which I doted on, and a dirndl – a wool skirt – and a little tight bodice. It was such a pretty get-up.

Shakespeare obviously enjoyed Mistress Quickly as a character, because she appeared in four of his plays.



Mistress Quickly, former hostess of the Boar’s Head Tavern in London, is now living in Windsor – working for the irascible French physician, Dr Caius. She’s keen to itemise her many housekeeping chores – ‘I wash, wring, brew, bake, scour, dress meat and drink, make the beds and do all myself’ – but there’s very little sign of any domestic activity.


She hasn’t got time, she’s too busy operating a nice little sideline as go-between for Anne Page and her various suitors.



And who’s Anne Page?


The young, eligible daughter, of a wealthy middle-class couple who live in the town.

When Mistress Quickly isn’t out and about delivering messages, I imagine her steaming open Dr Caius’ mail, and having a good old read with her feet up. She’s a nosey parker.

Mistress Quickly’s first scene is in Dr Caius’ house. Our set was a room full of bottles – multi-coloured potions and medicines – hundreds of them, floor to ceiling.



Dr Caius thinks he’s God’s gift, and the only person worthy enough to marry Anne Page. But unbeknownst to him, he has a rival – the feckless, yellow-bearded Master Abraham Slender, who has sent a servant to ask Mistress Quickly to put in a good word for him with Anne Page.


Mistress Quickly is more than happy to oblige, but she’s anxious about having Slender’s servant in the house. Dr Caius isn’t very hospitable, and if he finds a stranger in his house he’ll kick up a shindy. There’ll be ‘an old abusing of God’s patience and the King’s English’, says Mistress Quickly – which is a bit rich coming from her as she hardly has a firm grasp of the English language herself.

At which point, Dr Caius arrives and Mistress Quickly has to hide Slender’s servant in ‘the closet’. Ghiv [Paul Chahidi] was wonderful as Dr Caius. He had a Mr Whippy hairdo and a very pronounced French accent: ‘Vat is you sing?’ ‘Peace on your tongue.’ Dr Caius is highly strung, erratic and very suspicious, which puts Mistress Quickly continually on her guard. It must be like working for Inspector Clouseau.

Dr Caius needs a box from the closet – of course he does, it’s a farce – and Mistress Quickly has to prevent him from getting it. In our production, every time the closet door was opened, Slender’s servant was in a different position: either crouching, hanging upside down, or hooked on to the back of the door. In the end, the servant is discovered and Dr Caius, furious to learn that he has a rival for Anne Page, heads off with his rapier to ‘shallenge’ his adversary to a duel.



Given her boss’s temperament, Mistress Quickly is taking quite a risk interceding on behalf of other suitors.


A huge risk. She’s been told by Dr Caius: ‘By gar, if I have not Anne Page, I shall turn your head out of my door.’ And he means it, he’s a powerful figure – he’s often about the court at Windsor Castle – he could run her out of town.



No sooner have Dr Caius and Slender’s servant left the house, but a third suitor arrives – the charismatic young nobleman, Fenton.


Mistress Quickly is much more deferential with him:


FENTON

How now, good woman, how dost thou?

MISTRESS QUICKLY

The better that it pleases your good worship to ask.



She’s flirting with him; she thinks he’s the cat’s whiskers. I suspect she alters her vowel sounds around Fenton, makes them more rounded, tries to elevate herself.

Mistress Quickly reassures Fenton that his suit is progressing, and that Anne Page loves him. And to prove it, she tells him that she and Anne recently ‘had an hour’s talk of that wart’ above his eye, which I’m sure must dampen his spirits – especially when he hears that it gave them both a good laugh: ‘I will tell your worship more of the wart the next time we have confidence; and of other wooers.’ Very clever, so manipulative, she knows how to keep him dangling. Make him slightly paranoid about his wart, then lob in a little hand grenade about ‘other wooers’ just to keep him on his toes.



Like Fenton, you, too, have a wart above your eye.


It’s not a wart, it’s a gathering of veins. And it’s not above my eye, it’s right in the middle of my forehead. It’s like a bindi. When I was filming Marigold Hotel in India people would often come up and make a remark about it.



Have you thought of having it removed?


No I haven’t, if it’s all the same to you.



Why is Mistress Quickly so keen to be involved with all these suitors?


Money. She’s mercenary. The men pay her to put in a good word with Anne Page, so it’s in her interest to play them off each other, string them along, keep them in a permanent state of flux. She’s a keen businesswoman. Don’t forget this is the same person who ran the Boar’s Head Tavern in London. She’s tough. She professes to be Anne’s confidante (even though there’s no scene with them alone together) – ‘I know her mind,’ she tells all three suitors, which became the title of a song in our musical version.



After Fenton leaves, she turns to the audience and says: ‘Truly, an honest gentleman: but Anne loves him not.’ She’s says one thing to his face and another behind his back. She’s duplicitous.


It’s not as clear-cut as that. We’re all capable of duplicity. She’s not in the play to be duplicitous. Her role is to stir it all up. If she was just duplicitous, the audience wouldn’t like her, and they have to enjoy her meddling. You never quite know where her loyalty lies – that’s what’s intriguing about her. She’s all things to all men. A real busybody.



And her life is about to get busier. Mistress Ford and Mistress Page – the Merry Wives of the title – have both been separately propositioned by the drunken bon viveur, Sir John Falstaff. The two women decide to join forces and play a trick on him, and they employ Mistress Quickly to entrap him. She doesn’t stop, does she?


Well, she’s the person who links everybody in the play; she enables the various stories to unfold.

When Quickly arrives at the Garter Inn to see Falstaff, there’s no indication in the script that he recognises her from their time together in London, and so Greg [Doran, the director] added lines from Henry IV, Part One where she remonstrates with Falstaff over his unpaid bar bills at the Boar’s Head Tavern, and for refusing to fulfil his promise of marriage to her. I thought it worked rather well as it reminded the audience of their backstory and made it clear that she still held a torch for him.

She tells Falstaff that his letter to Mistress Ford ‘brought her into such a canary’ – ‘canary’ meaning ‘sent her heart racing with excitement’ – and that it couldn’t have come at a better time, as it really cheered her up.


MISTRESS QUICKLY

Alas, the sweet woman leads an ill life with [Mr Ford]: he’s a very jealousy man; she leads a very frampold life with him, good heart.



I don’t even know what ‘frampold’ means, but because we’re told that Mistress Ford ‘leads an ill life’ we sense that it’s something negative. Sometimes you just have to enjoy the sound of a word without putting pressure on yourself to understand its meaning. The sound alone can work its spell.

Mistress Quickly lays it on thick with Falstaff. She tells him that Mistress Ford has had many admirers over the years – earls, knights, courtiers – but nobody has been able to turn her head until now. The sheer charisma of Falstaff has sent Mistress Ford into a tailspin of desire and she’s desperate for a romantic encounter with him. What’s extraordinary is that Mistress Quickly is making all this up – stirring, stirring, stirring. It shows her vivid imagination.

This became another song in our musical production, the gist being that the jealous Mr Ford will soon be away for the day, and his wife will be up for a quick tryst at ten in the morning. It ends with Falstaff agreeing to the assignation.



Meanwhile, Fenton’s chances of marrying Anne Page have hit the buffers. Her parents think he’s unsuitable. But Mistress Quickly vows to fight his corner.


Of course she does: she wants his money. And she gets it – she’s given another big tip for being so encouraging. It would have been good if, as the play progressed, my pockets had grown heavier and heavier on account of all the coins I was carrying. By the end of the play I shouldn’t have been able to walk. [Laughs.]



Sounds a bit cheap to me.


Cheap as chips, but it would’ve got a belter.



In the next scene, Mistress Quickly is back at the Garter Inn to see Falstaff. His mid-morning date with Mistress Ford has been a disaster: it culminated with him being hidden in a laundry basket and thrown in the Thames.


He is now suffering from a cold – at least he was in our production. I remember there being a lot of steam and sneezing when I went to meet him. He’d just got out of the bath and was wrapped in a big towel – not a happy chap. But Mistress Quickly persuades him to pay a second visit to Mistress Ford.



As I remember, the scene with Mistress Page’s little boy having a Latin lesson and Mistress Quickly interfering was cut.


It would have to be – it’s impenetrable. And my God it goes on. Mistress Quickly is there to misinterpret the Latin and make suggestive remarks. The jokes are so obscure any modern-day audience would be mystified. It’s a bummer of a scene, in the middle of a comedy. Perhaps the words ‘focative’ and ‘genitive’ may merit the odd titter, because they sound rude, but the scene doesn’t move the story forward at all. If you didn’t cut it, you’d have to play it fast and hope for the best.



Falstaff’s second attempt at a rendezvous with Mistress Ford has also been a fiasco, and Mistress Quickly is back at the Garter Inn persuading him to try his luck one final time. Falstaff agrees to meet the Merry Wives for a threesome in Windsor Great Park.


At the end of the Garter Inn scene, there’s a moment of tenderness between Quickly and Falstaff, where he invites her up to his chamber, then exits, leaving the door open for her. He’s after a bit of hanky-panky. This was when I had that lovely song ‘Honeysuckle Villain’. The music was so beautiful – by Paul Englishby. I wish I’d been able to sing it better. I was never on the note and always off the beat. [Laughs.]

Mistress Quickly is at a crossroads: does she follow Falstaff up to his room – that man who’s caused her so much heartache, that drunken, overweight, honey-tongued charmer who’s forever promising her the earth but always letting her down – or does she ignore him, and hope that somebody else might turn up?

And as if by magic, who comes out of the mists in his long leather coat and black wig, looking like Charles II?



Me! Playing the part of Pistol, ready to sweep you off your feet. (Or drive you off on a motorbike, which I thought was a good idea but you put the kibosh on it.)


It would’ve been ridiculous – riding off into the sunset. It was camp enough with the dry ice and the singing choristers.



Finally we reach the last scene where everybody turns up to play the trick on Falstaff in Windsor Great Park.


It’s so cruel. He arrives in the middle of the night at Herne Oak, is blindfolded by the Merry Wives, thinking that he’s finally about to have his wicked way with them, but is soon terrorised by sprites and fairies emerging from the bushes. He’s petrified, poor chap, scrabbling around in the dark, with no idea that it’s the townspeople dressed up.

Mistress Quickly is Queen of the Fairies. I was dressed to look like Elizabeth I, with a massive ruff.

There were a lot of children disguised as goblins and elves and pixies of the forest, holding lanterns. And who was that little boy who I had a particular soft spot for? Cian Cheesbrough. He couldn’t have been older than eight, very shy and solemn, never looked me in the eye. He had to wear a pumpkin on his head and run into the proscenium arch at high speed and fall over. Got the biggest laugh of the show. And another child was strapped into a sort of Heath Robinson contraption, made out of garden implements. He was suspended in the air, so that when the blindfolded Falstaff reached up he imagined there were flying fairies. I wish I’d seen it from out front: it felt enchanting.



The whole of the last scene is a masque, isn’t it? Yet the words spoken by Mistress Quickly are very unlike her.


Oh yes, far too regal and learned. None of her trademark malapropisms. She’s obviously been coached:


MISTRESS QUICKLY

Fairies black, grey, green, and white,

You moonshine revellers and shades of night,

You orphan heirs of fixed destiny,

Attend your office, and your quality.



It’s like the end of The Dream when Titania and Oberon bless the house.

Mistress Quickly instructs her fairies to pinch Falstaff and burn him with their tapers, whilst he’s castigated about the evils of lechery. His blindfold is eventually removed and Falstaff is let in on the joke. Falstaff pretends he knew it was a ruse all along, everybody has a good laugh and they all head back to town for a knees-up. You don’t get the impression that Falstaff’s in the doghouse for long, do you? It’s one of Shakespeare’s lighter comedies.



And Anne Page? What happened to her?


She went off and secretly married Fenton. Her parents are none too happy, but they just have to suck it up.

I tell you what we’ve missed – that big, percussive number, ‘Wives, Wives, Merry Wives’, with everybody banging pots and pans. It was a hoedown, and it ended with me cartwheeling across the front of the stage and into the wings, and then staggering back out, breathless. Except it wasn’t me doing the cartwheels, but one of the dancers in a matching costume.



I heard someone outside Trinity Church in Stratford recently singing your praises, saying: ‘And when I saw her cartwheeling across that stage in Merry Wives, I thought: Is there anything that woman cannot do?’


[Laughs.] It was such good fun. It’s my grandson Sammie’s favourite production he’s ever seen me in – I think in large part because of those cartwheels. He only found out recently that it wasn’t me. I managed to convince him that if only he’d got out of bed early enough in the morning he’d have seen me practising on the lawn.

Oh, I wish we were doing the show again tonight. I have so many happy memories: warm-ups in the Ashcroft room, Simon Callow as Falstaff, Christmas in the snow, standing in the wings with my brother Jeff [who played Justice Shallow] as we waited to go onstage together—



Alistair McGowan.


Oh God, no, don’t – please – it’ll bring me out in hives. I still can’t tell that story.



Well, you have to tell it now …


No.



You and I were sharing digs together in Luddington, just outside Stratford, and you would drive us into rehearsals every morning —


In my Beamer with the roof down—



Come rain or shine. And you’d insist on playing the James Bond theme on the CD player which I thought was a bit naff.


No, no, no, that was your idea.



And up ahead we’d see Alistair McGowan.


Chestnut Walk. Every morning at the same time – also on his way to rehearsals (he was playing Frank Ford, jealous husband to one of the Merry Wives). We’d yell obscenities at him, and he’d turn around, wave his fist and shout, ‘Bloody hooligans,’ and we’d drive off, laughing. Did it every day – never tired of it, did we?

And then one morning – oh God – you’d had to go on to rehearsals early and I drove in by myself, and I had the roof down – just for old times’ sake – and the music was playing and I saw Alistair up ahead, walking on the left-hand side of the road – I can see it now – and I remember checking that there was nobody else around, so that I could really belt it, and I shouted out, ‘WANKER!’ and Alistair turned around … and it wasn’t Alistair. [Laughs.] That poor man.



I can just imagine him going home to his wife, traumatised, and cancelling his RSC subscription. I wonder if he’s still out there, reaching for the remote control every time you pop up on TV.


[Laughs.]



Anne Page


Small chapter. Small part. Played at the Vic in 1959 by a small actress.

Anne Page has three suitors – the first is Abraham Slender, who she meets in the first scene.

Anne has been tasked with getting him into the house for dinner, which is proving impossible. They’re all waiting, standing around the dinner table, and she can’t get the bugger inside. He tells her that he once had an unfortunate incident with a dish of stewed prunes and has been unable to ‘abide the smell of hot meat since’, which doesn’t quite make sense, but she doesn’t want to open up the conversation. The less time she spends with him the better. It’s very funny.

Slender uses the opportunity to try and woo Anne, but goes completely to pieces. He’s gangly and gauche and not a great chatter-upper. He boasts about seeing Sackerson, the famous Elizabethan baiting bear, twenty times, and tells her that on one occasion he was even brave enough to hold him by the chain. He’s trying to impress her. She tolerates him because she’s been well brought up, but he’s definitely not husband material. ‘This is my father’s choice,’ she tells the audience.


ANNE

O, what a world of vile ill-favoured faults

Looks handsome in three hundred pounds a year.



i.e. he’s minted.



Has somebody ever gone to pieces because they fancied you?


When I was growing up a boy called Anthony Tapp had a crush on me. If I spoke to him, he’d go the colour of beetroot. My father would often tease me and say I ought to marry him because his family lived in a very big house with two grand pianos and a sprung parquet floor. [Laughs.]



Anne has to endure one more scene with Slender.


He’s terrified of being left alone with her. It’s yet another stilted conversation:


ANNE

Now, Master Slender.

SLENDER

Now, good Mistress Anne.

ANNE

What’s your will? [meaning ‘wish’]

SLENDER

My will? … I ne’er made my will yet, I thank Heav’n: I am not such a sickly creature.



It’s charming, isn’t it? He gets completely the wrong end of the stick. In the end, he admits to having very little interest in her – the whole thing was his uncle and her father’s doing. If she fancies him, fine, and if she doesn’t fancy him, that’s also fine – he’s easy either way, which must come as a huge relief to her. And to him. They can both relax now.

Slender reminds me of Sir Andrew Aguecheek in Twelfth Night.



Well, apparently both parts were played by an actor in Shakespeare’s company called John Sincklo. You can trace a whole line of parts back to Sincklo – Dr Pinch in Comedy of Errors, Starveling in Dream, Christopher Sly in Shrew – all of whom are mocked for being thin and gaunt.


I love that. It’s easy to forget that Shakespeare was writing for a company who he knew very well – playing to their strengths and making quips about their appearances.



Anne’s second suitor is Dr Caius, the crazed French physician, who her mother wants her to marry.


Yes, but they don’t have any scenes together. Anne refuses to entertain him as a husband. She says:


ANNE

Alas, I had rather be set i’ the earth

And bowled to death with turnips.



She’s very witty.



Her third suitor is Fenton.


Played by Dyson Lovell. Sweet man, who eventually went off to become a producer with Franco Zeffirelli.



Anne is rather keen on Fenton, isn’t she?


Well, yes and no. That, too, isn’t a perfect match. He’s by far and away the best of a bad bunch and she clearly fancies him, but there’s a niggling doubt. He’s a penniless nobleman, whom her father believes is only after her for her inheritance. She challenges Fenton about this and he confesses that yes, money was his initial motive, but he’s since grown to love her. Very honourable of him to admit it, but also very astute of Anne to question him.

What’s clear is that this isn’t some cosy, perfect, happy-ever-after fairy-tale relationship – there’s a bit of grit in there, which is much more interesting to play. Shakespeare’s characters are never simple. Even with only two dozen lines, she still has nuance and complexity. She’s a real person.

In the end, Anne Page refuses to obey her parents and secretly marries Fenton. She then presents her mother and father with a fait accompli and Fenton gives a little speech against forced marriage.



All the women in this play run circles around the men. They have a habit of getting their own way.


That’s why it’s called The Merry Wives, and not The Merry Husbands or The Merry Men. By the end of the play, Anne Page herself becomes a merry wife – and it’s all been done on her own terms.






Audience

Isn’t it interesting how an audience can take on a single personality?


Oh, and how. It’s as if they all meet in the foyer beforehand and decide how to react: tonight, let’s laugh a lot; tonight, we’ll cross our arms and have the most miserable time.

But it’s not good to see them as an amorphous mass – they’re individuals who have bought a ticket, dressed up – well, not so much nowadays, but that doesn’t matter – and travelled to the theatre. I often like to think of somebody specific sitting in the audience – sitting out in the dark somewhere – and ping it to them. And if I don’t know anybody who’s in, I might look out of my dressing-room window and choose somebody coming into the theatre. I think: Right, this evening I’ll do it for that woman in the red jumper. When I was in Macbeth I said to Ian McKellen, ‘I know who I’m doing it for tonight. I’m going to pretend that God the father, Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost have bought three seats in the stalls.’ And Ian said, ‘Yes, that’s fine, Jude, but they’ll only need one ticket.’ [Laughs.]

It can be tricky when people you know come to see you, though – you want the show to be so good. I completely dried when John Neville came to see me in Cabaret – couldn’t remember the words to the song I was singing. And when we were at the Other Place with Macbeth, playing in the round, one night Franco Zeffirelli was in, sitting in a certain seat and the whole performance slightly shifted towards him; then the next night Fred Zinnemann was in, all the way over the other side, and everybody’s performance swivelled around to favour that part of the house. [Laughs.]



How do you sustain your focus over a long run?


There’s often so much to be discovered during the run of a play – especially with Shakespeare – so that helps to keep things fresh. I also like to remind myself that there’ll always be somebody in the audience seeing the play for the first time, and somebody seeing it for the last time, and that tends to focus me.



During the run of Merry Wives, you were nominated for an Oscar for Notes on a Scandal. Huge pressure was put on you to attend the ceremony in America, yet you refused to go. Why was that?


Because it would’ve meant the RSC having to cancel three performances. There was talk of flying me to LA and reimbursing the audiences. I mean, I should be so lucky to be nominated but you can’t just skive off for three days and have a jolly in Hollywood. Merry Wives was sold out, and cancelling shows would have meant disappointing people who had bought tickets. You can’t do that to an audience, you can’t let people down.






Richard III

Duchess of York

Just to warn you, this is going to be the chapter of the unjogged memory. All I remember is being in a wood with Benedict Cumberbatch and shouting at him when he was on his horse. There are so many characters in these history plays that it’s easy to get confused. And they all have place names like Gloucester and Worcester, and Bedford and—

Cardiff Central.


[Laughs.]



Let’s watch the film. It’ll help remind us.


I’ll need to hide behind a cushion. You know I don’t like seeing myself on screen.



How did you get the part?


I was at the Hay Festival being interviewed by Richard Eyre. Ben Cumberbatch was sitting in the front row and when it came to the audience asking questions, he put up his hand and said, ‘Will you play my mother in Richard III?’ And I said, ‘Oh yeah, I expect so.’ It got a huge cheer and that’s how I came to be involved. So the way to get me to do something is to shout it out in front of a big crowd!



The Duchess of York has three sons: King Edward, the Duke of Clarence, and Richard. Richard plots against his brothers to steal the throne and become king. The first of them to die in suspicious circumstances is Clarence – drowned in a butt of malmsey wine. And not long afterwards, King Edward dies, probably of a broken heart.


By the time we meet the Duchess of York she has nobody left, poor thing, except Richard, and we all know what she thinks of him. She says that Edward and Clarence:


DUCHESS OF YORK

Are cracked in pieces by malignant death,

And I for comfort have but one false glass [meaning Richard]

That grieves me when I see my shame in him.





Does she suspect Richard of murdering Clarence?


No, I don’t think so, because that would mean pre-empting something she hasn’t been told yet.

Also, if the Duchess of York is too suspicious and knowing from the outset you take away any … not surprise, but any gradual realisation, which is a key part of a character’s emotional journey.

In our film version, the scene started with my daughter-in-law, King Edward’s widow, weeping over the coffin of her late husband (my eldest son).

Richard arrives and offers his condolences to the grieving widow. His first words to me are: ‘Madam, my mother, I do cry you mercy; /I did not see your grace.’ Richard is playing a game – of course he knows his mother is there.


RICHARD

I crave your blessing.

DUCHESS OF YORK

God bless thee, and put meekness in thy breast,

Love, charity, obedience, and true duty.



I used the pause after Richard’s half-line (‘I crave your blessing’) and hesitated before touching his head. This is the first time that mother and son are seen together, so it’s good to offer the audience a glimpse into their relationship.

My next scene in the film was with the late King Edward’s widow and children congregated around a roaring fire. The Duchess of York is sewing and trying to keep the atmosphere light. Her grandchildren have lost their father and she doesn’t want grief to enter the room. They’re all larking about, waiting for the children’s eldest brother, young Edward, to return to London and be crowned king.



Young Edward arrives safely, and for a moment it feels as if the heir to the throne is out of harm’s way. But then he and his younger brother are placed in the Tower of London by their uncle, Richard.


It gives you palpitations, doesn’t it? Richard insists that the Princes remain in the Tower for their own protection, but the audience know better, because they’ve seen how he operates: ordering imprisonments and executions, spreading rumours about the young Princes’ mother – all to clear his own path to the throne. Not that the Duchess of York is aware of any of this when she arrives at the Tower to visit the boys – along with Edward’s widow [Queen Elizabeth] and Richard’s new wife, Anne.

In the film, a man with a very big necklace tells us we can’t go in to see the Princes. [Laughs.]



Lieutenant Brackenbury.


That’s the chap. But the Duchess doesn’t necessarily go berserk and assume the Princes have had their throats cut. Again, you mustn’t pre-empt that. It’s only when the three women find out Richard has been proclaimed king that they panic.



How do you play the high emotion in this scene?


Feel it. You don’t necessarily have to cry. You just have to go through the feelings you think that person is going through at the time, while ensuring that the words and thoughts are crystal clear.



I find these earlier Shakespeare plays much more difficult to perform. For instance:



DUCHESS OF YORK

O ill-dispersing wind of misery.

O my accursed womb, the bed of death.

A cockatrice hast thou hatched to the world,

Whose unavoided eye is murderous.





The lines are end-stopped, i.e. the thoughts don’t run on into the next line. The language has a formality about it. It doesn’t sound like real life, especially when compared to his later plays.


Nevertheless, what’s the sum of it? You don’t half tell a story in that speech. It’s four lines of enormous information – and extreme alarm. She’s saying that he’s a murderer. And this is the first time that she articulates it.



But it’s quite square in its – um – in its—


Construction – yes. But is it helpful to know when the play was written? I wouldn’t want to get that into my mind as I wouldn’t wish to be led into judging the writing. Because it would – what would it do? – perhaps not make the play so attractive.

Just because a play was written earlier doesn’t mean you don’t imbue it with the same amount of passion or emotion that you would, say, Winter’s Tale or The Tempest. It’s up to you to make it work. And yes, maybe Richard III isn’t as sophisticated as his later plays, not as colloquial, but those four lines are a terrible realisation that she’s given birth to a monster, a cri de coeur of anguish and despair – especially if she suspects he may have killed the young Princes. I don’t actually want those lines to run on. They’re pronouncements. It serves perfectly where she is at that point in the play.



And then it’s the Duchess of York’s final scene.


Oh God, yes, where she and her widowed daughter-in-law are in the woods and they discover the shallow graves of the two Princes – at least that’s what we did in the film. The two women are in purgatory. How do you cope with losing a child or a grandchild?

It’s similar to when they found the murdered children on the Yorkshire moors. What would you do? What could you say? Hearing about it and suspecting it is one thing, but actually coming across the evidence …



At this point, Queen Margaret appears. A few years earlier, her late husband, King Henry VI, was also murdered by Richard – to win back the crown for the House of York. Margaret emerges out of the trees and recriminations are exchanged.


And don’t forget it was Margaret who, in turn, murdered my husband, the Duke of York – chopped off his head and put it on a pike for everyone to see. Both sides have blood on their hands.



Margaret says to the Duchess:



QUEEN MARGARET

From forth the kennel of thy womb hath crept

A hell-hound that doth hunt us all to death.





The Duchess is the progenitor of this grief. She gave birth to this murderer.


She knows that herself. But what can she do about it? She can’t be held responsible. Her other children turned out all right. Still, how do you deal with being the parent of a serial killer? She must be going through a raft of emotions.

The women eventually acknowledge the suffering they’ve caused each other and come together in reconciliation. But, of course, the one person they can’t forgive is Richard. They make a pact. We all held hands and swore revenge on him.

There’s something very powerful about having those three women join forces. They’re like the three Maries in the Mystery Plays: united in terrible grief, drawing solace from each other. And in this case, all mothers.



At which point Richard – now King – arrives on horseback with his army in tow and says: ‘Who intercepts me in my expedition?’


How dare he say that! To his mother. And so publicly – in front of his army. So rude. He knows exactly who she is. She tells him she wished she’d ‘intercepted’ his life by strangling him in the womb and then none of this slaughter would have happened. Brave woman – to stand there before an enormous army and prevent them from passing – like a protester before a tank. This is her last chance to tell Richard how she feels because she’s never going to speak to him again. Watching the scene back, I should have played it much more accusatory. It should’ve been more public, less internal.



But I suppose in film you’ve got to think differently, haven’t you?


No, the thought isn’t different. The thought is exactly the same. It’s the size. For instance – and this is very simplistic – if the script asks for you to shrug, on stage you shrug with your shoulders, on TV you shrug with your face, and on film you shrug with your eyebrow. Same thought, different size.

What I should’ve done in that scene was thought more about the situation and the open air, and that would’ve upped the ante. I’m saying my lines as if it’s a private encounter. It isn’t. And she doesn’t care two hoots who’s listening. It’s as if Richard’s in the dock with the three women in front of him. It should have been more confrontational. It was too casual.



But she does say: ‘I will be mild and gentle in my words.’


Yes, later she says that. But up until then it ought to be more arresting and protesting. I should’ve been out of control, quicker, more desperate. Think about it – it’s a mother speaking to her son, demanding an explanation for the fact that he’s killed people, including her children and grandchildren. It’s as if it’s all in a day’s work, the way I played it.



The Duchess of York says some appalling things to her son. And Richard replies:



RICHARD

If I be so disgracious in your eye,

Let me march on and not offend you, madam.



‘Disgracious’ – what a wonderful word. We don’t use that word any more, do we? Because it’s not ungracious, it’s dis – which is like disappointment and disquiet. And it sounds like disgrace. Richard can’t come back with anything because it’s all true.



Richard agrees to hear her out.


He’d bloody better. This is her goodbye to him forever and so she wallops him with it. God, they’re fierce lines.


DUCHESS OF YORK

Therefore take with thee my most heavy curse,

Which in the day of battle tire thee more

Than all the complete armour that thou wear’st.



When you think of what going into battle in armour was like – on those great charger horses, carrying a lance or a sword – she hopes that the curse she gives him will weigh even heavier than all that clobber. And here comes the curse:


DUCHESS OF YORK

My prayers on the adverse party fight;

And there the little souls o’ Edward’s children

Whisper the spirits of thine enemies

And promise them success and victory.





The last thing she says to her son is:



DUCHESS OF YORK

Bloody thou art, bloody will be thy end;

Shame serves thy life and doth thy death attend.



Yes, and again, it was too easy for me to say. It should’ve been more wild. It was too introspective, too measured. It sounded like she’d planned to say it – and she hadn’t. No, not good enough.



But you did pitch up for the second part of the scene, which gave it a nice variety. Otherwise it would have been top ‘A’s all the way through.


It just needed more balls. What a pity. Well, I was too busy being enamoured with Richard’s horse, marvelling at her beautiful, soulful eyes.



I think you’re being too hard on yourself.


‘Thou cam’st on earth to make the earth my hell.’ I mean, can you imagine a mother saying that? To her own child? She’s clearly at the end of her tether – I should’ve projected it more. This is why I don’t like watching myself on film. You just see the mistakes. And there’s nothing you can do about it. Whereas, on stage, you can always go on the next night and make it better. That’s why I much prefer working in the theatre.






Changing Times

How has the playing of Shakespeare changed over the years?


Enormously. But then you have to perform Shakespeare for the age you’re in. His plays mean different things to different people at different times. References change.

I’m so pleased I never met the nineteenth-century actor Henry Irving – for a start, I find him frightfully attractive, I would’ve fallen for him hook, line and sinker. But when you read about his performances, or even listen to recordings of John [Gielgud] at the start of his career – well, Shakespeare nowadays seems much more naturalistic. (Although, as actors, we still have to find a way of making that naturalism reach the back row of the upper circle.) Our job is to make the classics sound contemporary without losing the poetry. It’s a balancing act.

And we certainly shouldn’t denigrate the more declamatory style of the past: it was just the fashion. With the advent of cinema, and the kitchen-sink drama of the fifties, performance styles became more realistic, and audiences became … not quicker on the uptake, but didn’t need everything to be spelled out so much.

I’m sure we imagine ourselves to be much more sophisticated nowadays, but maybe we’re not. Maybe the productions were more thrilling and enlightening in Shakespeare’s time, or perhaps the opposite is true and it was a bit like watching a school play.



How has your own technique and approach to Shakespeare evolved?


You’d have to ask somebody else. I hope I’ve become better at projecting. There’s nothing more irritating than not being able to hear an actor on stage. If you want to mumble stay at home, because you’re obviously not doing it for the audience. If you want to be a theatre actor you have to ensure that everybody can hear you. It’s not a private thing between you and the first three rows of the stalls.

The Chorus in Henry V asks the audience: ‘Gently to hear, kindly to judge our play.’ The prologue in Romeo and Juliet begs the audience ‘with patient ears attend’. Shakespeare’s audience were first and foremost auditors: they came to hear the play.

Shakespeare’s language needs muscle and effort; his characters are often fighting to make their intentions (and voices) heard: there’s a physical cost in what they have to communicate.

I worry nowadays about actors being miked as I think it flattens everything out. (And for what it’s worth, I believe no amount of technology in the world can carry the words better than an actor speaking acoustically.) And also there’s a danger that you hold back because you’re being artificially boosted – it can make you lazy. Audiences need to see your mouth moving and your body breathing; if they can only hear your voice coming from a speaker twenty feet away, and there’s more than one person onstage, then who the hell do they look at? How do they know who’s talking?



How much has stage make-up changed?


Oh my God, we used to be very made-up. We’d all draw a red dot in the inner corner of our eyes, which immediately made them go ping. And we’d plaster Leichner 5 and 9 – two different coloured greasepaint sticks – all over our faces. It smelled wonderful. And carmine for the lips, and a pale line down the nose to accentuate it. And then a dark liner and mascara, and also blusher. And a touch of blue or grey eyeshadow, but nothing too overt. We used to keep all our make-up in cigar boxes. But actors don’t tend to wear so much these days – no need because the lighting is so much better.



And what about rehearsals? Have they changed since you first started acting?


Nowadays, there can occasionally be too much chat, which can lead you down a rabbit hole. It’s easy to go off on a tangent and have passionate discussions about the play’s message and themes, which can easily suck the energy out of the rehearsal room. Actors don’t need to worry about having to carry the message of the play – the author has done that for you.



Would you say that Peter Hall and John Barton revolutionised the playing of Shakespeare in the twentieth century?


Unequivocally – as did the unsung Michael Benthall, and many others before them – but Peter and John, and Trevor [Nunn] took it to another level. I just hope we’re not regressing, because … well, there was a time when you could go to the theatre and see a Shakespeare production and nothing was out of kilter. It’s not that directors didn’t have their own vision, but the play was the most important thing. All too often these days, people want to twist the play into their version—



But there have always been directors who’ve wanted to make the play about them, or centre a production around one actor and bend it out of shape. Or auteurs and visionaries – like Peter Brook and Charles Marowitz. And I know you adored Peter Hall, but I’m sure some actors would’ve been intimidated by a director beating out the rhythm on a lectern—


Of course, of course, I understand all that. And I know some actors found Peter [Hall] tricky. But … perhaps you’re right and it’s always been a problem; it just frustrates me when directors don’t allow the play to belong to the person who wrote it.






The Winter’s Tale

Hermione

Was The Winter’s Tale the first time that you’d worked with Trevor Nunn?


Yes: 1969. I’d always wanted to work with him. He asked me to play Hermione, and I said, ‘Not mother parts already, Trevor – surely?’ I was in my mid-thirties. Three weeks later he said, ‘Actually – and Perdita. I’ve devised a way of doing it.’ So that’s what we did. I played both the mother and the daughter. The last time that had happened was in 1887 at the Lyceum Theatre with Mary Anderson. You have to do a Cinderella trick at the end where you switch roles.



Hermione has only four scenes.


It isn’t a large part, but she casts a long shadow.



Is it true that Trevor was less interested in exploring the political and public idea of a king and queen and more keen on investigating the personal and private relationships?


You’d have to ask Trevor that. There were certainly no crowns and courtiers and pageants. Trevor is very good at exploring the relationships. I remember in rehearsal one day he asked me to do an exercise with Barrie Ingham (who played my husband, Leontes) and Richard Pasco (who played his best friend, Polixenes). Trevor said to us, ‘The three of you are on a lovely beach in the sun. Judi, you are lying in the middle on your front, and you two boys are either side of her.’ Now, if you’re lying on your front, it’s rare to face forward – you tend to lie with your head to one side. Instinctively, I lay looking at my husband in the play, Barrie, but then Richard spoke to me and so I turned to him. Three’s an odd number, and Trevor wanted us to explore how these people (wife, jealous husband, jealous husband’s best friend) behaved with each other.

It was very instructive – well, it could’ve been had Barrie Ingham not jumped up and gone for a mimed swim around the rehearsal room. [Laughs.] Barrie didn’t care at all. He thought: To hell with Hermione, let her and Polixenes get on with it, I’m off for a dip in the sea. But nevertheless, what the exercise did reveal was the power dynamic between three people, and how somebody could easily take offence at being excluded from a conversation. Trevor was always giving us scenarios like that to play out.



Christopher Morley was the designer and it was part of what was called ‘the white box season’, where each of the four RSC productions was staged in a large white box.


That’s right. So, in The Winter’s Tale, Sicilia was all white carpet. Barrie played Leontes in a well-cut, classic white suit. And at the start, when Hermione is very pregnant, I wore a white, empire-line dress. The opening scene was set in a nursery, with Mamillius, Hermione’s young son, sitting on a huge white rocking horse, wearing an identical white suit to his father, Leontes. And there were white toys – spinning top, yo-yo – and white cubes to sit on. It signified innocence and domestic bliss, and had the feel of an idyll. It was beautiful.



Polixenes, King of Bohemia, has been in Sicilia for almost nine months.


Visiting his old school friend, Leontes, King of Sicilia. They’ve known each other for ever. We all ran on at the beginning, playing a game of tag, chased by little Mamillius. It set up how close and relaxed and easy all the characters are with each other. They’ve had a glorious time walking and talking, laughing and catching up, but now Polixenes needs to return home to Bohemia. Leontes is desperate for him to stay – as is Hermione, and she tries to persuade him in a playful and humorous way. She says, ‘let him go … We’ll thwack him hence with distaffs.’ She’s being witty and jolly, which is in keeping with the wonderful mood that’s been set up. It’s all very light and airy, and that’s why she feels able to tease him.



It soon turns sour. Observing Hermione and Polixenes together, Leontes grows suspicious and says:



LEONTES

But to be paddling palms and pinching fingers,

As now they are, and making practised smiles

As in a looking glass …





That really is happening, isn’t it? Leontes isn’t making that up.


Oh, he’s certainly not making it up. But what he is doing is choosing to interpret it in a certain way. What he sees is something very different to what is happening. To Hermione, her intimacy with Polixenes is all very innocent. They’re able to be uninhibited because they’ve spent lots of time together. He’s a guest of her husband and has been embraced as part of the family. She’s eager to learn about Leontes’ past from him. What was he like as a young man? Was he a joker? Leontes, meanwhile, is playing with Mamillius – well, half playing because he’s keeping an eye on his wife and his best friend. The evolving jealousy is so scrupulously depicted because once you’re suspicious – and God knows I’ve been there – you become forensic, analysing every single move, looking for telltale signs, finding guilt everywhere. The scene goes into a tight close-up as Leontes scrutinises their behaviour.



I understand that Trevor Nunn used lighting and sound effects to help convey Leontes’ paranoia.


Leontes is such a difficult part. His jealousy and paranoia sets in straight away: the actor has to come on and strike thirteen. So yes, Trevor asked Polixenes and me to freeze at certain points, and there were lighting changes, and occasionally our voices and laughter were distorted with echoes. It helped tell the story from Leontes’ point of view.

God, jealousy is a terrible thing. Because out of it comes a kind of insanity. I have this theory that if you’re very jealous you become really thin. As you can see I’m not very jealous at the moment. [Laughs.]



You seem to hint that you’re prone to jealousy. D’you mean professionally, or—?


No, not professionally. The only time professionally was when Michael Benthall took Ophelia away from me at the Old Vic and gave it to Barbara Jefford. But in relationships I can be terribly jealous. It’s so insidious. There’s nothing like it. I don’t mind anger, because you can get through anger, you can release it. But jealousy … you can drive yourself mad looking for signs – a hand on a knee or a pat on the arm. It’s taken me to some very dark places. You actually feel it eating away at you. And it’s not to be confused with envy. Because envy doesn’t touch right inside the middle. So, when Leontes goes from nought to sixty, I understand it. Everyone thinks he’s over the top, but I recognise it. I should have played Leontes.



In the next scene, Hermione is with her ladies-in-waiting and her son, Mamillius.


Hermione grows irritable with Mamillius. She’s very pregnant and tired, and as Leontes has already told us, the little boy is rather demanding. She’s trying to encourage him to sit still and tell her a story. The child’s behaviour is so exquisitely observed. He’s always on the go, haring around, wanting to know the colour of people’s eyebrows.



Leontes bursts in unannounced with a group of his courtiers.


Hermione is at a complete loss to understand what’s going on. Earlier, she and Leontes were in a state of familial bliss – he was all sunshine and light – but now he’s in a rage and snatching the boy away from her. At first, Hermione assumes it’s a game, but then Leontes accuses her of having committed adultery with his best friend, Polixenes, and says that the baby she is carrying was conceived with Polixenes, not him. As a punishment, she’s no longer allowed to see her son.

Leontes’ behaviour comes as no surprise to the audience because they’ve witnessed his suspicions from the outset: ‘Inch thick, knee deep, o’er head and ears a forked one’ and all of that – ‘forked’ meaning ‘cuckolded’. But for Hermione, the accusation is like being hit by a high-speed train.



Leontes hurls some pretty cruel insults at her. He calls her ‘an adulteress’, ‘a traitor’, ‘a bed-swerver’.


It’s ghastly, he’s unrecognisable. He even orders her to be sent to prison, but Hermione remains stoic.


HERMIONE

Adieu, my lord.

I never wished to see you sorry; now

I trust I shall.



Great exit line – courteous, but a devastating put down, very hard-hitting. She hopes that one day he’ll see what he’s responsible for. Probably said more in sorrow than in anger, but still with a bit of bite. Vengeful. Her women weep, but Hermione’s not going to cry: she’s pregnant and needs to conserve her energies for her unborn child. And also she has right on her side. Her husband must be sick to accuse her like this: ‘There’s some ill planet reigns.’



Then it’s the trial scene, where Hermione has to come forward and defend herself.


Leontes was sitting on a throne in our production. He wouldn’t make any eye contact with me. I was in a simple white shift, clearly exhausted from having given birth in prison. No make-up. Utterly wiped out. I remember rehearsing it – Trevor and I did it on our own one evening in the theatre, just quietly going through it, Trevor guiding me, shaping and clarifying each thought. It was lovely. Took the fear away. There were no other actors around watching, no audience to support me, nothing at all. I was a woman alone, isolated.

And, even in performance, it was never anything but that. I just walked straight in, a little unsteadily, stood in the middle of the stage and said it. You don’t need to make it more complex than it is. I remember Trevor saying that to me – trust the simplicity. And I did: I did nothing – just stood there.



I think that takes courage as an actor. Dare to be simple.


I don’t know about courage. It just meant I didn’t have to move about a lot. [Laughs.]



The head of movement at Shakespeare’s Globe, Glynn MacDonald, says: ‘Don’t speak unless you can improve on silence; don’t move unless you can improve on stillness.’


That is terrific advice. Bang on. Couldn’t have put it better myself.



I find Hermione extraordinary in the trial scene. Not only does she have to defend herself, but she has to be careful how she criticises her accuser – who happens to be her husband, who happens to be the King. It’s a high-wire act.


It certainly is, which means she has to consider each thought. But she does criticise him. She says:


HERMIONE

But thus: if powers divine

Behold our human actions, as they do,

I doubt not then but innocence shall make

False accusation blush, and tyranny

Tremble at patience.



She more or less calls Leontes a tyrant and says his accusation is false. She really doesn’t hold back. She has enormous courage. This is a public arraignment. She’s being accused of adultery: not just in private, but in front of everybody – of whoever pleases to wander in and hear it.

She doesn’t care if he takes her life away: ‘Tell me what blessings I have here alive / That I should fear to die?’ But what she will fight for is her honour and reputation, and to ensure the protection and survival of her children. She’s very clear in her thinking, but the fractured syntax and jagged line-endings in this speech reveal the emotional strain she’s under.

When Leontes accuses her of conspiring with Camillo and Polixenes and helping them to escape, she says:


HERMIONE

Sir,

You speak a language that I understand not.



The word ‘Sir’ is on a line by itself, which is Shakespeare’s way of telling us that we need a pause. Hermione is speechless: she realises that she can’t begin to defend herself against such a ridiculously fabricated allegation. She’s unable to follow her husband’s train of thought. It’s as if a total stranger is talking to her.

And when Leontes threatens her with death, she replies:


HERMIONE

The bug which you would fright me with I seek.

To me can life be no commodity:

The crown and comfort of my life, your favour,

I do give lost; for I do feel it gone,

But know not how it went.



The simplicity of those statements shows her sudden clarity of thought: the end-stopped lines, the monosyllabic words.

She tries to appeal to him by saying: ‘The Emperor of Russia was my father.’ There’s no self-pity in it, she’s just stating a fact. But Leontes shows no compassion.



Ambassadors have been sent to the oracle at Delphi to decide on the truth of the case. The verdict is returned: Hermione is innocent.


I remember the relief. I went to embrace Leontes but he shoved me aside. He refuses to believe the oracle – but is soon forced to change his mind when a messenger arrives with the news that their little boy, Mamillius, has just died unexpectedly. No doubt retribution from the gods. And that’s when Hermione faints and disappears for sixteen years.

There was a strobe lighting effect when I fainted. I turned, and one person supported my back while another took my hand as I reached out for help. I was then able to fall backwards on to the stage in very, very slow motion. Trevor wanted a prolonged moment to be imprinted on everybody’s mind, where the audience saw the whole of Hermione’s life slowing down. It was as if a piece of film had suddenly warped, unspooled and stopped. We worked for a long time to discover a way of doing the supporting without it being seen. It was a good idea, that.

At this point, another actress playing Hermione might be thinking: Thank God those big scenes are over, no chat for a while now, just a nice lie-down in the dressing room. But in my case I had to get out of my costume, paint on another faceful of make-up, put on a different wig, and become Perdita, my own daughter.



Is there a danger when you double Hermione and Perdita that you sacrifice the power of their reunion at the end for directorial trickery?


Yes, I’m sure the audience are sitting there for a while wondering: How have they done that? But then you just have to act it up a storm and hope that the emotion of the moment will carry them. I suppose you’ve read negative things about that, have you? You’re a spy: you’ve been digging around through old reviews.



No, I really haven’t. But I’ve seen productions of The Comedy of Errors where they’ve doubled both sets of twins and when they come to reunite at the end I’m dazzled by the clever direction but I miss the emotional impact of the moment. How did the transformation from Perdita to Hermione actually work?


At the very start of the show, the first image the audience would see was Barrie Ingham [Leontes] standing in a big glass box at the back of the stage looking like the Vitruvian Man by Leonardo da Vinci. A beautiful actor called Alton Kumalo played the part of Time, and while the glass box revolved, Alton spoke some of Time’s lines.

When it came to my transformation from Perdita to Hermione, there was an actor in the same glass box dressed as Hermione with a mask of my face and a wonderful costume that looked like stone, with folds in it. It was greyish-white and had a hood. She held her right palm open and left hand just below her heart, with her eyes downcast. She looked like a religious carving.

I ran up to the box as Perdita, while Paulina said to the statue: ‘Bequeath to death your numbness, for from him / Dear life redeems you.’ And as Paulina finished her line she slowly turned the glass box. I disappeared behind it as Perdita, did a quick costume change into Hermione while another actor looking like Perdita ran straight down the other side of the stage, with her back to the audience. Then my double as Hermione stepped out of the box and I stepped in, and they turned the thing around again. It was almost continuous – it was so fast.

And because the glass box had been touched at different points, it appeared solid. But there was one side which was open. So when it revolved and I stepped down it looked as if I’d walked through glass. But I don’t know. People, as you say, might well have lost the emotional impact of the reunion … you’d have to ask somebody who saw it. It was magic, though. I loved it. It did go down fantastically well.



At least you didn’t have to stand still as the statue for that huge amount of time.


No I didn’t. Hard, that. Surprisingly hard – having to keep still. It’s similar to when you have to act dead.



It’s such an extraordinary moment when the statue comes back to life.


Well, it’s a miracle, witchcraft. What must Shakespeare’s audience have thought?

The ending is so redemptive. It needs a gesture that settles the story, allows it to land. Yes, there’s healing to be done, but the audience also need to see that there’s acceptance. Maybe Hermione and Leontes just need to look at each other. Or perhaps he takes her hand, gently raises it and rests her palm on his cheek. Something simple. But something.

At the end of our production, we stood in a circle and held hands – Leontes, Hermione, Perdita, Polixenes, everyone – all reunited. Oh, it’s a lovely play.



Quite a few of Shakespeare’s heroines have very little to say in the last scene. I’m thinking of Helena in All’s Well That Ends Well, Viola in Twelfth Night, Hermione, Perdita—


Because the audience have been told everything they need to know and their imagination must be allowed to fill in the gaps. The reason characters say very little is because … well – they have very little to say. I know that sounds flippant but what are they meant to do? Serve up a neat summary of their journey? If that were to happen, you’d diminish the complexities and the character would become facile.

And some things are better left unsaid. After what everybody has been through in this play there’s a lot to process – a lot of repairing and rediscovering that needs to happen. The play doesn’t end once the curtain comes down. It’s like that painting, The Lady of Shalott by Waterhouse, of the woman in a boat. I sometimes think that if I were to look away for thirty seconds, then turn back, the boat would have sailed out of the frame. Good art continues to have a life of its own – in the same way that a good play will continue after the applause has stopped.

You could write another whole folio about what happens after the end of each of Shakespeare’s plays.



Do you find Shakespeare’s later plays harder to perform? The blank verse tends to be much knottier.


I don’t know which order they were written in, so I have no idea.



The Winter’s Tale was written between 1609 and 1611, towards the end of Shakespeare’s life. In his earlier plays – for instance Henry VI, Part One (1590–1592) – the blank verse tends to be end-stopped:



JOAN LA PUCELLE

Behold the wounds, the most unnatural wounds,

Which thou thyself hast given her woeful breast.





The thought and phrasing alight at the end of the line. The sense is contained within the rhythm of the iambic – ‘BeHOLD the WOUNDS, the MOST unNATural WOUNDS’. It all feels very square and metrical. Whereas with these later plays it’s much more fractured and jazzy – Hermione in the trial being a classic example:



HERMIONE

Since what I am to say must be but that

Which contradicts my accusation, and

The testimony on my part no other

But what comes from myself, it shall scarce boot me

To say ‘Not guilty.’



Well, it’s much more like reported conversation in a way. And I can see that The Winter’s Tale is probably more sophisticated, but it’s fatal to come at it and think: This is a late play and this is going to be more difficult. There’s no question that knowing the context – the year it was written, which monarch was on the throne, when it was performed, what was going on politically, etc. – adds to how you think of the plays. I just don’t know how it adds to how you perform them.



You love working with Trevor Nunn, don’t you?


Yes. Love it. Apart from anything else – and I know I’ve said this before – you always have such a laugh with Trevor. When a director has a sense of humour, you don’t mind making a fool of yourself. And if you don’t mind that, there are no lengths you won’t go to. I’d much rather that than someone like Michel Saint-Denis. I was so terrified of him when we worked on The Cherry Orchard.



Why? Was he a bully?


Yes, I think he probably was.

I was playing the part of Anya. And he made me have a whole afternoon with him where I said just one line. I had to come running in and jump up on the sofa saying, ‘The birds are singing in the garden.’ He wanted to hear it again, and again, and again – over and over. Because apparently when he was a child he’d seen an actress from the Moscow Arts Theatre playing the same role, and I presume he was trying to recreate that moment.

And after each rehearsal Michel Saint-Denis would go around the circle giving detailed notes – to Peggy Ashcroft, Ian Holm, John Gielgud, Dorothy Tutin – and he would turn to me and just shrug, as if I was beyond redemption. He made me feel I could never do anything right. And Peggy would say, ‘Don’t ever let him see you cry.’ She and John were so supportive – all the actors were.

Then he changed completely once the production opened – he couldn’t have been nicer. Especially after I won Best Newcomer.

No, give me Trevor Nunn any day. I’ve seen Trevor speechless with laughter in the rehearsal room, and it only makes you dare to do more. Dare to do things that may be outrageously wrong. But at least try them. Get them out of your system. And also that kind of relationship engenders playfulness and invention. Because you can’t be creative if you’re frightened and anxious. You have to be allowed to laugh and play and fail.



Perdita

So when you came to be in The Winter’s Tale directed by Trevor Nunn, you played both Hermione and her daughter, Perdita. Was it difficult rehearsing and playing two parts in the same production?


Not at all. It was like being in two separate plays. Both parts are fairly well contained – big chunk of Hermione, then Perdita, then Hermione again at the end – so you’re not having to continually switch back and forth.

The writing of the second section in Bohemia is so different to the first part in Sicilia. And the costumes, of course, also helped to distinguish the two worlds: Sicilia was mostly white, with hints of pale blue, green and grey. And then we had hot colours for Bohemia – Dickie [Richard] Pasco, who played Polixenes, wore an orangey-red suit. And we women were in those diaphanous muslin cheesecloth dresses that were all the rage in the sixties, with flowers in our hair. It was very hippy-like. Some people had long hair and beads, and others were bare-chested or in cut-away shorts. There was a lot of lying on the ground and tumbling over each other.

I can remember glancing out into the audience during the first half of the play, when we were in Sicilia, and seeing Stanley Wells, the great Shakespeare scholar, sitting in the fifth row looking very, very pleased. We’re old friends and he was having such a good time. But when I caught sight of him during the second half, in Bohemia, he was scowling. I’ve never let him forget it. Since then we’ve always had this thing between us – whenever he writes me a letter, he signs off by drawing a little scowling face. He didn’t like Bohemia at all – but I thought it was marvellous. It had an enormous vitality and energy. You could smell the flowers and the sweat and the sheep-shearing. Hippy girls and boys, dancing and singing – it was lovely.



Stanley Wells was actually very complimentary about your dancing in Bohemia. He wrote that it ‘was imbued with a kind of innocent eroticism, a rapt enjoyment of the music and of the sensuous movement of her own limbs’.


I certainly threw myself into it. It was great fun.

What I do remember is after the stillness of Hermione – well, not just the stillness, but – you know – after that kind of economy and sobriety and having to hold it all together, there was an exhilarating thrill in being able to let go and play a part with no shoes and dance and be free. Perdita is the antithesis of Hermione. I even felt the difference when I was backstage: I was rather quiet and self-contained in the wings as Hermione, but come the interval I felt a lot more skittish – mucking about in dressing rooms and running along corridors. I really did feel like two different people.



So – the story so far … Leontes, King of Sicilia, refuses to believe that he’s the father of his newborn daughter, Perdita. He gives instructions that she be left to her fate on a remote mountainside. A shepherd discovers the baby and raises her as his own child in a place called Bohemia. Cut to sixteen years later, and Perdita, now a shepherdess, is being wooed by a young prince called Florizel.


Their relationship has been going on for some time. Florizel went out hawking one day, saw this girl and they’ve been courting and flirting and getting to know each other ever since.

But Perdita is becoming increasingly uneasy. As they wait for all the locals to arrive for a big sheep-shearing celebration, Perdita is worried that she and Prince Florizel shouldn’t be together – the ‘difference [in their social rank] forges dread’, she says. In short, she’s anxious that Florizel’s father, Polixenes, King of Bohemia, might turn up and find out that his son is humping a shepherdess – not to put too fine a point on it. [Laughs.]



He’s not humping her yet, surely. That’s your dirty little mind.


That’s not the way we played it. [Laughs.] Lovely that Florizel reassures her: whatever happens they’ll be together, even if it means him cutting ties with his father, the King. Florizel encourages Perdita to smile and welcome the approaching guests in the same way that she’ll one day welcome the guests to their wedding. What a winner.

Everybody arrives for the sheep-shearing, and Perdita’s father, the Shepherd, has to reprimand her for not being a good hostess. She’s meant to be helping out, not having a lovely time with her feet up. Shakespeare is reminding the audience of her pedigree. Even though Perdita doesn’t know anything about her lineage, she’s very happy to play high status and let people run around for her. The Shepherd wants her to get up off her arse and look after the guests.



[image: ]

It’s exactly how I act when you visit me here at home, isn’t it? I have a nice sit-down while you do all the cooking and organising and tidying up.



I’ve not known it any different, Jude. I think you’ve played too many queens.


[Laughs]



But you’re right, it’s interesting that her nobility breaks through. She’s not totally assimilated in Bohemia.


Because Perdita belongs to two worlds – Sicilia where she was born, and Bohemia where she grew up. Trevor talked a lot about her earthiness, and her possessing a sort of Renaissance character. She’s certainly not like her friends, Mopsa and Dorcas. There’s an otherness to her.

And so playing her involves a balancing act. You have to believe that she’s the daughter of a king and queen, and yet at the same time she can’t stick out like a sore thumb in Bohemia. I gave her a slight Yorkshire accent – a nod to my hometown.

Shakespeare sees to it that other characters comment on her nobility and innate grace, so you don’t have to act that. Camillo calls her ‘The queen of curds and cream.’ And Polixenes says:


POLIXENES

This is the prettiest low-born lass that ever

Ran on the greensward. Nothing she does or seems

But smacks of something greater than herself.





Yes, let’s talk about Polixenes and Camillo – or two ‘unknown friends’ as the Shepherd calls them. They’ve turned up at the party unannounced. Polixenes, of course, is King of Bohemia (and Florizel’s father), and Camillo is an ally of his and a nobleman. They’re in disguise to spy on Florizel.


Touch of the MI5s there, with their big beards and long coats. Perdita welcomes them with flowers. She and King Polixenes disagree over the rights and wrongs of cross-breeding plants – he’s all for it and she’s against. You can easily cut all this section, but it offers a neat metaphor about the pros and cons of intermarriage between the nobility and lower classes.

Perdita’s knowledge of flowers shows her at one with the land. She wanders about doling them out to everybody. When I handed some to Florizel, he was lounging on the ground and I climbed on top of him, which makes sense because she describes him as looking ‘like a bank for love to lie and play on’.

It all feels very utopian but storm clouds are gathering. The audience are on the edge of their seats because with Polixenes and old Camillo there, you know it’s about to kick off any second. It’s what Hitchcock called ‘the bomb under the table’.



Directors are often criticised for failing to connect the two halves of The Winter’s Tale. It’s tricky because Sicilia and Bohemia feel like such distinct worlds.


Yes, but what’s wrong with that? Life isn’t all one thing. In any case, everything will link up in a minute. Polixenes and Camillo are the bridge between the two worlds. And Bohemia provides a nice contrast to Sicilia. The audience want to ease up after the tension of the trial and this offers a sublime release – a great big pagan festival with drinking and eating and people cavorting.



Polixenes says of Perdita: ‘She dances featly.’


‘Featly’, yes – meaning ‘skilfully and gracefully’. And Florizel is also very complimentary. He says to her:


FLORIZEL

When you do dance, I wish you

A wave o’ th’ sea, that you might ever do

Nothing but that.



Isn’t that marvellous? In fact, that whole speech of Florizel’s – well, you can’t say anything more beautiful. Shakespeare expresses love in so many different ways throughout his plays, it’s extraordinary. Here it’s presented in terms of Perdita and Florizel’s surroundings – it’s to do with nature.



The moment has come when Florizel officially and publicly proposes marriage to Perdita. Polixenes (still incognito) suggests that Florizel ought to seek permission from his father first, but Florizel dismisses the idea.


Oops. Big mistake. Florizel says openly that he’d sacrifice everything to be with Perdita – he’d even renounce his claim to the throne – and that he doesn’t give a damn about his father. And that’s when Polixenes reveals himself. Wooff! Off with his hat, off with his beard – or whatever disguise he’s wearing. Off with his trousers! [Laughs.] And he orders his son, who’s in a fancy-dress shepherd’s costume, to take his silly camp clothes off. [Laughs.]

Then it turns nasty. Polixenes is apoplectic with rage. He calls Perdita ‘a sheep hook’ and a ‘fresh piece / Of excellent witchcraft’. Really unpleasant. He threatens to disinherit Florizel, and put Perdita to death if their relationship continues. And he could, because he’s the King of Bohemia – he can do whatever he wants.

It’s a terrible moment. And so public. Shakespeare does a similar thing at Hero’s wedding in Much Ado. He’s superb at undercutting those big celebrations. The writing is so zigzaggy. One minute they’re having a lovely time and all of a sudden the rug is pulled out from under them.



After King Polixenes leaves, Perdita has the lines:



PERDITA

The selfsame sun that shines upon his court

Hides not his visage from our cottage but

Looks on alike.



Exactly – the same sun shines for all of us.



It’s a provocative line, because one minute Shakespeare is arguing the case for maintaining social hierarchies, and the next he says that we’re all equal. Is Shakespeare a monarchist or a republican?


Who knows? It’s open to interpretation: that’s what’s important.

After Polixenes leaves in a huff, Perdita insists that Florizel run after him. She knew from the outset that their relationship was doomed. She’s prepared to give him up and return to the life she’s known:


PERDITA

This dream of mine

Being now awake, I’ll queen it no inch farther,

But milk my ewes and weep.



Florizel refuses to break his oath to her – ‘What I was, I am,’ he says. He still wants the marriage to go ahead. As awful as the situation is, you’re left in no doubt about his feelings for her. He suggests that they sail away together, and apparently has a boat at hand, down by the seaside – which doesn’t quite make sense because Bohemia is landlocked, but I think Shakespeare is allowed a little slip-up.

And then Camillo, who’s been silent all this time, steps forward with a solution. He advises them to proceed with the wedding, travel to Sicilia and, proclaiming themselves representatives of King Polixenes, make peace with King Leontes.



It’s a very big scene, this – the second longest scene in Shakespeare. Was any of it cut in Trevor Nunn’s production?


Yes, we did go in with the scissors, especially in that last section which is mostly reiteration – you want to get on with the story.



Florizel arrives in Sicilia with Perdita, but Leontes doesn’t recognise her.


Why should he? The last time he saw her she was a baby.



But there might be some resemblance to Hermione.


Well, there was in our production because I played both parts. [Laughs.]

Leontes is told that Florizel is the son of Polixenes and that’s why he’s able to recognise the similarity between the boy and his father, but Perdita is presented as a Libyan princess, so why should he believe any different? He’s certainly enamoured with her, though – perhaps a little too much – calls her a ‘paragon’ and ‘goddess’.

In this act, Barrie Ingham played Leontes as if he’d suffered a slight stroke. Sixteen years of grief has taken its toll. He’s lost his wife, and both children.

Everything seems to be going well for Perdita and Florizel until they find out that King Polixenes has arrived in Sicilia and is on the warpath. He wants Florizel arrested, and reveals that Perdita, the princess who ‘came from Libya’ is in fact a shepherd’s daughter. That’s what’s so exciting about the story. You think everything’s going to be OK, and then there’s an enormous hiccup in the middle of the scene. Perdita must be so frightened. She’s in a foreign country, and now she hears that her stepfather, the Shepherd, is being threatened with torture and death.



Perdita discovers that Leontes is her real father. It’s a big moment, but the audience are denied seeing it, because it happens offstage. Instead, it is reported by three gentlemen.


Yes, because if you’d seen Perdita and Leontes reunited it would’ve made the end dip. Much better to have it reported, as it gives Hermione’s resurrection and reunion with her family more impact.

My friend John Moffatt (who was heaven on two legs), was in Gielgud’s production of The Winter’s Tale, and played one of the three gentlemen who report the offstage reconciliation between Perdita and Leontes. Apparently he did it so brilliantly he was never out of work after that. You need good actors to play those messengers, don’t you? They’re there to impart information and it takes real skill to make it clear and captivating.



Like Mountjoy, the Frenchman, in Henry V.


Exactly. That’s another great messenger part. ‘You know me by my habit,’ he says when he meets Henry V for the first time – meaning ‘You recognise me by my clothes.’ But actors in the rehearsal room often respond with the joke, ‘Yes, and a very disgusting habit it is, too.’ [Laughs.] People always make that joke, don’t they? They’ve made it down the ages.



I bet you started it.


Uh-uh. Long before me – it was the Lord bloody Chamberlain’s Men I should think invented that, back in 1600-whatever.



And then it’s the final scene with the statue, where Perdita sees the embodiment of her mother in stone.


Yes, and rather sweetly kneels and asks for its blessing. It’s very touching because, don’t forget, she has never known her mother, so seeing the statue is a powerful moment for her. It must be incredibly overwhelming. And like a child she wants to touch it.

And then the statue moves and her mother comes back to life. Oh, it’s so beautiful, so redemptive, so full of hope and forgiveness. Two warring families reunited through their children.

And we haven’t even talked about the Shepherd and his son who found Perdita on the mountainside all those years ago and brought her up. Wonderful parenting. They’re always boasting about her. She puts them through the mill, almost gets them killed, but it all turns out right in the end.

After the resurrection of her mother, Perdita doesn’t speak, which is another example of Shakespeare’s restraint adding to the emotional impact somehow – her silence speaks volumes.

Handy for me, too, as I was busy playing Hermione by then. What a treat. Greedy – two parts played by one person. It was a long evening for me, but heaven to do.



Paulina

In 2015, you were in another production of The Winter’s Tale, this time at the Garrick Theatre. As well as directing it, Kenneth Branagh also played Leontes. Is it tricky being directed by somebody who you also have to act opposite?


Not when it’s Ken Branagh. Although, it was actually directed by two people – Ken and Rob Ashford. They were a great complement to each other. You never got the feeling that it was being directed by two people. Rob would stand and watch while we ran the scene, he and Ken would then have a quick chat, pass on any notes, and we’d do it again – better, I hope.

But it’s easy working with Ken – we’ve done so much together over the years.



When did you and Kenneth Branagh first work together?


On a television production of Ibsen’s Ghosts. We were so badly behaved. It was directed by Elijah Moshinsky and he added a scene where we had to eat a meal in silence – very serious – Ken, Michael Gambon, Freddie Jones, and me. And Natasha Richardson had to walk around the table, dishing out potatoes. When she reached Mike Gambon, he whispered to her – and it’s not a particularly funny line out of context – but under his breath he said, ‘Just the usual eight.’ [Laughs.] Well, Ken and I … You know when you get to that place where it’s painful to keep laughing? We were completely away – couldn’t stop. Eventually over the intercom came a voice that said, ‘Mr Branagh, Miss Dench, you may leave the studio.’ I think we bonded over that.

I also remember there was a sideboard with a pyramid of bright green apples, and over the course of filming I bit into every single one of them, then turned them over to disguise the teeth marks. [Laughs.]



Why did you do that?


We were just anarchic.



So, back to Paulina and The Winter’s Tale. Having played Hermione in 1969, were you ever tempted to give notes to the actor playing the role in the 2015 production?


No, of course not. You should never give notes to other actors. If you’ve been lucky enough to be in the play before, it doesn’t suddenly make you an expert. Besides, you’re now in a different production – different company, different dynamics, different times. And giving notes not only undermines the director, but the imagination of the other actor. If they’ve been given the part then it’s theirs to create.

Also, put your own house in order first. Haven’t you got enough to do? You could spend so much time focusing on ‘improving’ other people’s performances that you end up neglecting your own. Yes, obviously if an actor comes up to you and asks for advice, you may, with the director’s blessing, suggest something, but no actor has ever done that to me in all the years I’ve been on the stage. Anyway, Miranda Raison was great as Hermione in this production, she didn’t need any notes – certainly not from me.



We first meet Paulina in the prison scene.


Not in our version. I was with Mamillius, the child prince, at the top of the play. We had to peep round the curtain at the Christmas tree, run on very excited, and skedaddle off again. And then it was the prison scene.



As we’ve already mentioned, King Leontes believes that his heavily pregnant wife, Hermione, is having an affair with his best friend, Polixenes. He’s so convinced of his wife’s infidelity that he throws her in prison. Paulina tries to visit Hermione, but is prevented from entering her cell.


Which is outrageous as Paulina holds an important place in the court. She’s a close confidante to Hermione – virtually brought her up, treats her like a daughter.

The lighting for the prison scene was all dark and flickery and candlelit. Paulina is forced to wait outside in an ante-chamber and liaise with Hermione’s gentlewoman. This is when she’s told that Hermione has given birth prematurely. It’s so shocking.

Paulina takes the baby and goes off to confront Leontes. She hopes that the sight of his newborn child will soften him. He’s obviously lost his marbles and she believes she’s the one to tell him to snap out of it: ‘These dangerous unsafe lunes i’ the King’ – ‘lunes’ meaning ‘lunacy’ – ‘He must be told on’t, and he shall.’ Paulina is up for a fight. She and Hermione have a strong bond, and Hermione needs protecting. Paulina’s going to give King Leontes what for.

She marches into the palace with the child, but the guards block her path. Leontes has given them strict instructions not to let her through, which tells you a lot about his relationship with Paulina – he knows she’s a force to be reckoned with.

Paulina is furious that Leontes’ lords are pussyfooting around him, pandering to his every whim. They insist he needs to rest, that he can’t sleep. Well, of course Leontes can’t sleep. By indulging and feeding his psychosis, the lords ‘nourish the cause of his awaking.’ They need to stand up to him, challenge his paranoia and bring him to his senses.

Leontes appears and is livid about all the noise, but Paulina doesn’t care – she socks it to him. Not even Antigonus, Paulina’s husband, can calm the situation.

It’s tricky for Antigonus as he’s expected to be loyal both to King Leontes and to Paulina. Antigonus makes a couple of witty remarks about his wife which gives you a glimpse into their marriage. At one point he even compares her to a horse: ‘When she will take the rein, I let her run.’ Paulina obviously wears the pants in the house.



Leontes says that a man who can’t prevent his wife from speaking ought to be hanged. Antigonus replies:



ANTIGONUS

Hang all the husbands

That cannot do that feat, you’ll leave yourself

Hardly one subject.



Brilliant, isn’t it? It’s a wonderful lessening of tension. Someone once said, ‘Never trust a couple who get on well in public.’ Judging by the witty remarks Antigonus makes about his wife, Paulina, I suspect theirs is a happy, strong marriage.

Paulina wishes she were a man so that she could challenge Leontes to a fight – which is a bit of a sideswipe at all the feckless men present (including her husband) who refuse to defend Hermione.

Paulina then presents the baby to Leontes – which I did by placing her on the ground. Paulina needs him to take parental responsibility, but it’s a risky move, so dangerous. Leontes refuses to believe that he’s the father – ‘This brat is none of mine,’ he says, and refers to it as ‘the bastard’ – and with the rage he’s in, there’s no knowing what he might do. He could stamp on the baby’s head.



Leontes calls Paulina some pretty unpleasant names: ‘a mankind witch’, a ‘crone’, ‘a gross hag’. He even attacks her husband, calling him a ‘lozel’ and a—


‘Lozel’? ‘Lozel’ can’t be right. Sounds like somebody from The Sound of Music.



‘Lozel’ is definitely in there, Jude – it means ‘scoundrel’.


No, that must’ve been cut in our version. But I wouldn’t worry about Paulina – she can take the name-calling, she’s got broad shoulders, she can hold her own. She accuses Leontes of being mad – a traitor – says his opinion of his wife is based on heresy, slander and lies; superstition and suspicion – ‘weak-hinged fancy’ she calls it. She’s obviously a woman of incredible spirit – nobody has ever spoken to him like this. He threatens to burn her as a witch, but she doesn’t care: she doesn’t mind about her own life. She only cares about Hermione, because she knows that Hermione has right on her side. In any case, who else is there to challenge Leontes? His old friends Polixenes and Camillo have fled the country, and everybody else in his circle are just yes-men.

Paulina is determined to prove to Leontes that the child is his. The baby is the exact ‘copy of the father’ – eye, nose, lip, smile, ‘the pretty dimples’ on her chin and cheek, her fingernails. Nobody in the audience will be able to see what’s in the little bundle, but these details give them a close-up.

The whole scene is all pick-up lines, which tells you it should go at a real lick.



Next is the courtroom, where Hermione is put on public trial for adultery. Why does Paulina remain silent throughout all this?


I’m sure she’d want to butt in, but she doesn’t. In the previous scene Paulina called the shots, and the situation was domestic. But here they’re in a court of law – a much more formal setting. You wouldn’t dare say anything. And also Hermione is making a bloody good stab at defending herself.



A proclamation from the Delphic oracle is read out in court and declares Hermione innocent. No sooner does Leontes deny the truth of the sacred oracle than a messenger arrives to say that young Prince Mamillius has died. Hermione faints and Paulina helps carry her away. When Paulina returns to confront Leontes, the gloves are off.


You bet, she’s ready for a showdown and takes up the cudgels on Hermione’s behalf. She’s incandescent. She calls him a tyrant and says even a devil would’ve shown pity. She lists all of his transgressions: ordering his newborn baby to be abandoned on a mountainside, trying to persuade Lord Camillo to murder King Polixenes, causing little Mamillius to die of a broken heart after watching Leontes abuse his mother. And Paulina’s final blow is to tell Leontes that Hermione is dead.

Now you have to ask yourself the question: Does Paulina really believe that Hermione has died? She knows for sure that she’s in a desperate way.

The truth is that Hermione has gone into a dead faint so she may as well be dead. She is unconscious with grief. And why wouldn’t she be after what’s happened? With the baby gone and her little boy no longer alive. I suppose what I’m saying is that I don’t think Paulina is presenting a studied, carefully calibrated response to Leontes. She hasn’t said to Hermione, ‘What we’ll do is we’ll go off to my place, and we’ll hide you and pretend that you’re dead, and I’ll go back and lay it on thick.’ I don’t think it’s like that at all. It’s not planned. The language is too violent and muscular. And apart from anything else, Paulina can’t be pretending because her speech follows too hard upon that ghastly trial scene: it’s an immediate, visceral response.

That’s how I played it, anyway. I thought: I’ve had enough; somebody’s going to have to tell him that she’s dead. So I gave it to him hot, sweet and strong. I also think from a story point of view the audience shouldn’t be left thinking: Is Hermione dead, or not? They should be in no doubt that she’s passed away, otherwise it ruins the big surprise at the end.



Interesting that Leontes doesn’t say anything.


What can he say?



Well, he could say, ‘Who the hell are you?’


He knows who I am! I’ve been in the court all the time.



No, I mean: ‘Who the hell are you to tell me this?’


Yes, indeed. But he has to act that without saying anything – he has no lines. [Laughs]. Anyway, he can’t say anything because he’s full of remorse. Later, he says, ‘Thou canst not speak too much; I have deserved / All tongues to talk their bitterest.’ He’s mortified. But at this point she doesn’t give him a chance to interrupt. She says – and I’m paraphrasing now: ‘You did this, this, this, this and this. And now … you’ve done this. You’ve killed your wife.’ She knows exactly what she’s doing. She knows how to wound him.

And then she goes on to curse him: ‘betake thee / To nothing but despair.’ She doesn’t let up. There isn’t anything in the world he can possibly do to atone for the misery he’s caused. He could be up a mountain, miles from anywhere, praying on his knees, with no food, no clothes, and in deep winter. Nothing can make amends. Nothing. Bang, bang, bang: she really pummels him. Think of the energy that those words engender, the adrenaline that must be rushing through her at that moment. And the anger on behalf of his son, of the baby, of Hermione: suddenly her dearest friend and daughter figure, the children she had hoped to help raise, her whole reason for being is completely finished. Of all the things she’s loved, there is nothing left. So she thinks: Well, I’m going to say it to Leontes, tell him exactly how I feel.



But what about her husband, Antigonus? You say there’s nothing left for her but doesn’t he figure? He’s gone missing and—


I don’t think she considers him at that minute. Her focus is entirely on Hermione and securing retribution. She’s livid. I mean, what she says to Leontes is tantamount to treason. But once she starts, she’s determined to bloody well say it all. Because she’s devoted to Hermione. And obviously has been since Hermione was a little girl. It’s on a par with a Greek tragedy.



It takes the interruption of a nameless Lord to stop Paulina’s assault on Leontes. He says to her:



LORD

Say no more.

Howe’er the business goes, you have made fault

I’ th’ boldness of your speech.



Brave chap. But then somebody had to intervene. And now there’s a huge gearshift. After the rage and the anger comes the compassion. Leontes has been struck dumb, and Paulina is aware that she’s overdone it. She apologises. She can see that she’s reached him, because he’s no longer the Leontes we’ve known, just the broken shell of a man.

He finally takes on what she’s said and concedes. They reach a sort of compromise. Paulina vows not to mention Hermione or his children ever again. Nor indeed talk about her own husband, who she assumes is lost, but we later find out has been eaten by a bear.

Paulina gets a bit of a rest now. And that’s when I forgot my skirt.



What skirt?


After that big scene, Ken and I would head back to our separate dressing rooms. I had to have a costume change. Jen (my dresser) used to get me out of one costume and into another, but I only liked to get partly dressed because we had such a long wait and my new skirt was a little uncomfortable. So I would sit there in my tights and shirt. But this particular night I was feeling very cold, so I put on my coat for the next scene. About forty minutes later, Ken popped his head round the door and we started chatting away about horse racing. We had our call to go back onstage, Jen walked us to the wings, and with only a minute to go before our entrance I went, ‘Oh my God, Jen [whisper], I am not wearing my skirt.’

Well … nobody in the history of theatre has run faster. The audience must’ve seen the set wobble as she ran behind it. Ken Branagh leant against the wall and he howled. He was helpless. We were just about to walk into a very emotional scene, and it would have been fine had I been standing, but I had to sit down, which would’ve made the coat split open, and then the audience would’ve seen … Oh God, it doesn’t bear thinking about. Anyway, somehow Jen got back, managed to get me into the skirt and onto the stage. But it wasn’t the way to enter a scene, I tell you. It was the most difficult piece of acting I’ve ever had to do in my life. I don’t know how we held it together. I couldn’t look at Ken. I didn’t dare.



So, in this scene, we’ve leapt sixteen years—


Yes, and in all that time, Leontes has had the whips out, doing penance – not literally, but he’s no fun any more. Paulina has become his confidante. There’s a quietness between them now. She’s there in the court, every day, reminding him of Hermione. She’s his conscience.


PAULINA

If one by one you wedded all the world,

Or from the all that are took something good

To make a perfect woman, she you killed

Would be unparalleled.



She’s just rubbing salt in the wound, blaming Leontes, never allowing him to forget Hermione. Because for sixteen years Paulina has been nursing Hermione back to health in secret, so she has to ensure that Leontes doesn’t marry anybody else, otherwise her game plan is up the spout. All his lords and advisers want him to remarry – to produce an heir to secure the kingdom – so there’s a lot of pressure on Paulina. She must be very wary, and needs to be firm with Leontes, arguing the case against remarriage. And that must have gone on day after day for sixteen years, which offers a little snapshot into their lives together at court.

Meanwhile, she’s got the Queen hidden away at home, who needs feeding and looking after. That’s another play in itself, isn’t it: Keeping An Eye On Hermione. Can you imagine the burden of keeping it secret? It’s a huge relief when Leontes vows never to marry again, as Paulina now has the surety of it.



Two young people arrive at Leontes’ court – Perdita and Florizel. Unbeknownst to Leontes, Perdita is his grown-up daughter (who, as a baby, he instructed should be left to die on the mountainside). And Florizel is the son of King Polixenes, his estranged friend.


When Paulina learns of Florizel’s arrival, she says:


PAULINA

Had our prince,

Jewel of children, seen this hour, he had paired

Well with this lord; there was not full a month

Between their births.



See, she doesn’t let up, she’s reminding Leontes all the time (and the audience) that he once had a child who died – the young Prince Mamillius.



Does Paulina recognise anything in Perdita? Any resemblance to her mother, Hermione?


Well, it’s not stated that she does.

Leontes is rather smitten with Perdita. Paulina has to say to him, ‘Your eye hath too much youth in’t.’ It’s a very dangerous moment, because he’s not only flirting with a young woman, but she also happens to be his daughter. Paulina is forever watchful and might be a tad nervous, but she certainly doesn’t assume it’s Leontes’ long-lost child. If she’s too knowing, it dilutes the tension. But there’s something about Perdita that’s not quite right – or is very right – which she can’t quite put her finger on.



The last scene is set in a chapel in Paulina’s house.


A lot of those grand houses would have had chapels attached – a quiet little place where they had family prayers. Paulina is obviously a woman of means, otherwise she wouldn’t have been in the position to be a waiting-gentlewoman.

And this was the scene – because of my dreadful eyesight – where, one night, I thought I was talking to Ken, but after we came offstage he said, ‘Jude, if you had turned your body forty-five degrees and looked eight foot to your right, you would’ve been talking to me instead of the proscenium arch.’ [Laughs.]



Everybody is there in the chapel – King Polixenes and his son Florizel, Camillo, and Leontes has been reunited with his daughter, Perdita—


Yes. Everybody knows who everybody is. Bridges have been built and everything is out in the open – well, almost everything. There’s still one more big surprise. They’ve all passed through a corridor with some nice paintings, and now Paulina is about to reveal the statue – which of course is Hermione, who’s standing very, very still.



It must be wonderful for Paulina to know that she can reunite a family and create harmony again.


On one level, yes, but there have been sixteen years of trauma and separation. The reunion might not go well. Leontes might have a heart attack. There’s still an element of risk. There has to be, otherwise there’ll be no drama.

When Leontes says of the statue: ‘Hermione was not so much wrinkled, nothing / So aged as this seems,’ I’ve always thought Hermione should step off the plinth, turn to Leontes and say, ‘Have you seen yourself lately? You’re no bloody oil painting,’ and stomp off. [Laughs.]

It all gets a bit tense when Perdita tries to touch the statue. Quick thinking on Paulina’s part when she tells her not to, because the paint’s still wet.



Why doesn’t the statue come to life sooner?


Because the moment has to be right. The audience (and Hermione) need to hear Leontes admit and take the blame for everything that’s happened. But Leontes is silent; he’s in torment. And also, in terms of drama, Shakespeare needs to build up the tension for the audience. These things take time. You don’t want to blow it all too soon.



Before bringing the statue back to life Paulina asks Leontes to awaken his faith.


Yes, lovely that. She wants him to open his heart to wonder. And then she calls for music.

A similar thing happens in Pericles when the physician Cerimon brings Thaisa back to life. Cerimon also asks for music. It’s the power of music to heal. You hear about it all the time, don’t you? Dementia patients being able to remember songs, or an orchestra made up of warring factions who are able to unite and create harmony. And it doesn’t matter what nationality you are, you may not be able to communicate with the person sitting next to you, but music allows you to meet on another plane; it transcends difference.

So, Paulina has all this organised. I imagine she’s had a dress rehearsal with Hermione and the musicians [laughs] – told them what to wear, where to stand, what music to play. Sixteen years it’s taken to get to this point. And then – magic – the statue comes to life and offers its hand to Leontes. ‘O, she’s warm!’ he says. Spine-tingling.

Paulina’s plan has worked. But seeing everybody reunited heightens her own sense of loss: her husband, Antigonus – after abandoning Perdita to her fate – never returned home from the mountains. Paulina likens herself to a lonely old turtle-dove.


PAULINA

Go together,

You precious winners all; your exultation

Partake to every one. I, an old turtle,

Will wing me to some withered bough, and there

My mate (that’s never to be found again)

Lament till I am lost.



And that’s when Leontes suggests she marries Camillo, who it turns out has always had a bit of a soft spot for her. That’s a real fairy-tale ending for Paulina. Lovely. She doesn’t have to fly off to old turtle-dove land after all.



Do you want to marry Camillo?


John Shrapnel? You bet. And what other option does she have? Shakespeare’s just tying up a few ends but I expect the two of them will make the best of it. He’s turned up trumps, Camillo, actually – he’s done rather well. There’s a lot of rejoicing, but you know Leontes and Hermione will be going on to have a conversation the like of which we’ve never heard. There’s so much still to be said.



She’s extraordinary, Paulina. I’d like her as a friend.


There’s a constancy about her, isn’t there? She’s a mediator – a little like Kent in King Lear: both direct and trustworthy. She works for the greater good, trying to bring out the best in people, daring to say things that nobody else is prepared to say – to speak truth to power. And she has thought it through – thought it through! If only she were running the world now.
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Time

What was the thinking in having you double Paulina with the role of Time?


The company couldn’t afford another actor, probably. Or maybe nobody wanted to play it. It was Ken’s idea, although I can’t ever remember him asking me to do it. I suppose he wanted to get his money’s worth. [Laughs.] ‘We’ve got her in, let’s take advantage of her – she’s only doing four performances a week, she gets that big pause in the middle, she’s in there in her dressing room doing Sudoku, sitting without her skirt on – get her to play Time as well.’



I think having you play Time was an inspired idea.


Yes, well, Time comments on the action, orchestrates it – in the same way that Paulina does. It’s also a great piece of verse. I was dressed as Paulina but with a different coat on. I was standing in a spotlight – behind a gauze.



Why do we need the character of Time?


To tell the audience where they are, so that they don’t see Perdita and think: Who the hell’s that? because they only see her as a little baby. And it needs to be clear that the story’s leapt forward sixteen years. It’s like a jump-cut in a film – ‘jumping o’er times’ as the Chorus in Henry V says. Time allows the audience to be suspended in the story, and take a little breath before moving on.






Future of Shakespeare

Does Shakespeare have a future?


Well, he’ll always be relevant because, as I said earlier, he reflects the times we’re living in. When I saw Olivier’s film of Henry V in 1942, in the middle of the Second World War, it was a rallying call for patriotism. Nowadays, it might be viewed as an anti-war play, and numerous interpretations in between.

Shakespeare’s words will continue to exist because he’s part of our everyday language. How often do we unwittingly quote him? ‘As good luck would have it’, ‘what’s done is done’, ‘fair play’, ‘eaten me out of house and home’ are just some of the phrases which Shakespeare coined. As are the words: ‘majestic’, ‘assassination’, ‘rant’, ‘suspicious’, ‘obscene’, ‘lonely’ … oh so many – he invented over seventeen hundred of them.

But will we still be performing these plays in fifty years’ time? I certainly hope so. What we need are teachers, directors and actors to ignite the pilot light as they did for you and me.

My concern is how our language is becoming increasingly traduced, with the use of acronyms and emojis and people being incapable of uttering a sentence without using the word ‘like’ or ‘literally’. I mean, what the fuck does YOLO mean?



You Only Live Once – although that’s now gone out of fashion. But language evolves, Jude, as you’ve proved with the number of words and phrases which Shakespeare invented.


Of course it does, but you have to evolve with it. And that’s the difficulty. I’m worried I’m being left behind. People use new words all the time and I think: I don’t know what the hell they’re talking about. My grandson Sammie sometimes says things that I simply don’t understand.



I’m sure that’s true of certain things you say to him.


Yes, of course. And if Shakespeare couldn’t find the right word, he’d make one up, or change a noun to a verb; he was very elastic with the language, but … I mean, are young people interested in Shakespeare any more?



Unequivocally, yes. And I know that to be true from my own teaching. We shouldn’t despair. I’ve met so many students who are as passionate about these words as you are, and who are not only committed and bright and curious, but possess a real aptitude for speaking the language. And I’m not just talking about British students – they’re from all over the world.


Well, that gives me hope. Because when you do hear a young actor speaking Shakespeare – standing there, unafraid, clear, audible, speaking from their gut – oh God, it breaks your heart. Because they are the future custodians of these glorious plays.



Why do you love Shakespeare so much? Why would you fight to have him kept on the school curriculum and performed in theatres?


Shakespeare is an international language, a beacon for humanity, and a bridge across cultures. His writing encompasses the minutiae of everyday life. When you come to do the plays you often recognise something that you’ve never been able to articulate. He’s able to express what it is to be human in the most concise way: ‘Nought’s had, all’s spent, / Where our desire is got without content.’ It’s all you need, it’s so spare – the gift of being able to convey so much with so little.

And his iambic pentameter – the rhythm of it is so to do with … now, you see, the hairs on my arm are standing on end. De-dum, de-dum, de-dum. It’s the rhythm of life, the beating of your heart. I know that sounds effete, but nevertheless it’s so primal.

There’s something for everybody in Shakespeare. Everything you have felt or are yet to feel is all in there in his plays: oppression, ambition, loneliness, remorse, everything. If you need to understand jealousy, read Othello or The Winter’s Tale; if you’re in love, listen to Romeo and Juliet.

When I was at my lowest during the pandemic I kept thinking of Richard II’s line: ‘I wasted Time, and now doth Time waste me.’ Shakespeare has examined every single emotion. His writing has the capacity to make us feel less alone.






Romeo and Juliet

Juliet

I had been at the Old Vic for three years when the Artistic Director, Michael Benthall, offered me the part of Juliet. Franco Zeffirelli was to be the director and although he had produced opera, he had never directed a Shakespeare play before. Franco didn’t reckon the poetry of it – he had no interest in the verse, or the rhythm, or the line endings, he worked purely on instinct. But what he did bring to the production was a Mediterranean sensibility. He instilled in us the heat and the passion and the sultriness of Verona.

Franco was frightfully attractive and exuded glamour. At the end of each week, after rehearsals, he’d take me and John Stride (who was playing Romeo) to a restaurant in Soho. And then there was the occasion when he took us to Covent Garden to see the first night of Tosca with Maria Callas and Tito Gobbi. I’ll never forget it. It was so indelible, so spellbinding, it made me never want to see that opera again. And to be there as guests of Franco Zeffirelli …

I have a picture of him with a cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth studying my hairstyle during the dress rehearsal. It captures how attentive he was to detail. It was all about the visuals and the emotion with Franco.

As well as directing the production, he designed the most spectacular set – very naturalistic – and when the curtain went up it made the audience gasp. Suddenly, here in a Victorian building on the Waterloo Road, was a very warm Italian morning. It didn’t look like a set, it felt like a place that you knew and recognised, or had seen in a holiday brochure. There were young men lazing the day away, some without jackets, lying louche by a fountain. Dry ice gave the impression of heat rising. A woman would throw a bedsheet over a balcony, and then one of the boys would splash another boy with water. And the walls were worn and grubby – Franco even painted a urine stain where a dog might have peed.

Dame Edith Evans came to see the production and hated the costumes. She complained that we all looked very dirty. But I thought the clothes were beautiful – soft browns and warm ochres. It was like being in a Renaissance painting.

And there was always background noise – constant bustle and barking dogs and street vendors and singing. Verona felt vital and alive. Franco said to John and me: ‘There’s nothing bridled about these two. I need you to be impulsive and energetic and very young.’

But you were young. You were only twenty-five when you played her.


Yes, but Juliet is thirteen. And Franco wanted her to be a young thirteen. Juliet grows up in this play. The person we meet at the beginning has nothing to do with the person we see at the end. The audience get to witness a child becoming a woman.



In her first scene, Juliet has been summoned for a meeting with her mother, Lady Capulet.


Lady Capulet needs to have a rather adult conversation with her daughter about the birds and the bees – being mature and responsible, and becoming the centre of a bit of attention from the chaps – a conversation I’m sure Lady Capulet would much rather avoid.

I liked to imagine that before this meeting with her mother, Juliet has been out playing with a hoop, or busy with her dressing-up box. When I saw the ballet with Bryony Brind as Juliet, she made her first entrance with a rag doll in her hand. It told you straight away how young she was.

When Juliet first arrives, Lady Capulet is unable to speak to her because the Nurse takes over – you can’t shut her up, she’s a nightmare. Great part. I played it on the radio with Ken [Branagh] as Romeo. She’s a widow, and after losing Susan, her daughter, Juliet becomes her surrogate child. (You don’t expect to hear the name Susan in Shakespeare, do you? And there’s a Dorothy in Cymbeline, and an Adrian in Coriolanus, which always made me laugh.)



How would you define Juliet’s relationship with the Nurse?


They’re devoted to each other. The Nurse is Juliet’s nanny – she calls her ‘Jule’ and ‘ladybird’ – it’s a very strong bond. She has helped shape Juliet, and been more of a mother to her than Lady Capulet, who’s busy running a big household.

Juliet may have been physically cloistered, but the Nurse provides her with a window on to the outside world. And they clearly have a laugh together – the Nurse is rather liberal, with a filthy sense of humour.

The Nurse then has that lovely speech where she describes Juliet as a toddler – waddling about and falling over as she learnt to walk. It makes us feel as if we, too, have known Juliet all her life, so that when she dies in the end, we feel the loss more.



Lady Capulet broaches the issue of marriage.


It’s a tricky subject because marriage has never even occurred to Juliet. It comes as a huge shock when Lady Capulet says that ‘younger than you, / Here in Verona … Are made already mothers.’ That means younger than thirteen. Juliet is being prepared to meet the nobleman, Paris, who by all accounts is a bit of a catch. He’s given quite a build-up: ‘Verona’s summer hath not such a flower.’

And then it’s the big masked ball, which is probably Juliet’s first grown-up occasion. She must be so excited, her eyes on stalks. The music in our production was composed by Nino Rota – a friend of Franco’s. It was so romantic. Franco used the same score when he later came to make the film.

And our dance was very formal. I was partnered with Paris. One night the ballerina Svetlana Beriosova came to see the show, and I was keen to impress her so I threw myself into the dance, thinking: She’ll love this, at which point I walked up the inside of my dress and fell over. [Laughs.]

After the dance, Franco wanted Juliet to be standing to the side of the crowd and to suddenly feel someone take her hand.


ROMEO

If I profane with my unworthiest hand

This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this:

My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand

To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.



It’s the most extraordinary chat-up line, isn’t it? Audacious. How can you not be seduced? John Stride, my Romeo, led me to the front of the stage as the dance continued behind us.


JULIET

Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,

Which mannerly devotion shows in this;

For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch,

And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.



They’re playing a game, improvising a love sonnet, which is pretty difficult considering they have to rhyme on alternate lines. It shows how alert and attuned they are to each other.



Someone once said that a rhyme is the sound of two words kissing.


That’s lovely. I like that.

Then Juliet says, ‘Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake.’ And she and Romeo kiss for the first time. ‘You kiss by the book,’ she says to him. From what she’s read about kisses, and how wonderful they can be, he is the exemplar.

I like the design of that sonnet. They begin with four lines each and end up with a shared line. It’s as if they start in long shot and move into a close-up. In that moment, nobody else exists. And compared to the blank verse and prose, which we’ve heard so much of, the sonnet is a completely different music – it’s their own sound. It makes their language specific and remarkable and special.

At the end of the sonnet, I was swept up into the dance by the frightfully important Count Paris who I was being encouraged to fall in love with: old County Paris in his white tights. [Laughs.]



Juliet watches people leaving the party – one of whom is the boy she kissed.


She’s keen to know his name. But she doesn’t quiz the Nurse about him first – she wouldn’t want to be so overt – she begins by asking about the other departing guests. Then she points to the boy she’s fallen for. ‘His name is Romeo, and a Montague’, says the Nurse, ‘The only son of your great enemy.’

It’s the worst news. But it’s too late – Juliet’s in too deep and overpowered by her feelings for him.



And then it’s the famous balcony scene. Was the balcony high in the Old Vic production?


Very – we couldn’t reach and touch each other. And in a way that helps you with the scene because it forces you to use the language more. Franco wanted our conversation to be awkward and clumsy. He didn’t want anything smooth and statuesque and sentimental.

Juliet doesn’t want to go to bed, she’s too excited. And so she saunters out into the warm, Italian night. How often have you done that while on holiday abroad? Stood on a balcony, listening to the cicadas, with the smell of bougainvillea and the fruit trees, and that heat … And after everything that’s happened to Juliet during the evening, well, she’s intoxicated.

I used to love being on the balcony listening to Romeo’s speech:


ROMEO

See how she leans her cheek upon her hand.

O that I were a glove upon that hand,

That I might touch that cheek.



When I was about ten, my brother Jeff had a friend called George Radford, who I thought was the cat’s pyjamas. I’d never had a boyfriend – just the boy next door, David Bellchamber, who once climbed up on the wall and said to me, ‘Shall we call each other darling?’ [Laughs.]
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Which I presume in those days was tantamount to a marriage proposal.


Too bloody right it was. And that’s why I turned him down.

Anyway, my brother’s friend, George Radford, came to stay at our house one night, and after he’d sat at the table where we’d all had dinner, I tied a bit of red wool round his chair to make sure I was the only one who sat on it in the days and weeks that followed. That’s the equivalent, isn’t it? The same as saying, ‘O that I were a glove upon that hand / That I might touch that cheek.’ Shakespeare has captured those extraordinary things we do when we’re infatuated.

Juliet, believing herself to be alone, laments that Romeo’s a Montague:


JULIET

Romeo, doff thy name,

And for that name which is no part of thee

Take all myself.



And that’s when she hears a voice call out in the dark: ‘I take thee at thy word,’ which must be quite frightening, because it’s as if she’s conjured him up. She thought she was having an imaginary conversation, but suddenly Romeo’s standing there, below the balcony.



Romeo’s language is very florid, full of metaphors, but Juliet is more practical.


Oh, she’s straight to the point, no mucking about: Who are you? How did you get here? Shall we get married? She’s very pragmatic. It’s because she has no guile about her. And there’s no time to be flowery – she’s too anxious about Romeo’s safety. If a Montague is found in the garden of the Capulets, they could kill him. They have such courage, these two – look at what they dare to do.


JULIET

Dost thou love me? I know thou wilt say ‘Ay,’

And I will take thy word; yet if thou swear’st,

Thou mayst prove false; at lovers’ perjuries

They say Jove laughs. O gentle Romeo,

If thou dost love, pronounce it faithfully.



Her thinking is so fast, full of hairpin turns. She’s overwhelmed by the situation; nothing like this has ever happened to her before. But she wants to take things slower, needs time to understand her feelings, so she decides to go back into the house.


ROMEO

O, wilt thou leave me so unsatisfied?

JULIET

What satisfaction canst thou have tonight?

ROMEO

Th’ exchange of thy love’s faithful

vow for mine.

JULIET

I gave thee mine before thou didst

request it.



[Sharp intake of breath.] What an extraordinary thing to say. If ever there was love at first sight, this is it. And maybe if they were standing next to each other she wouldn’t be able to risk saying that.


JULIET

My bounty is as boundless as the sea,

My love as deep; the more I give to thee,

The more I have, for both are infinite.



I mean … you don’t need to read another play about love, do you? It’s all in there. And there’s so much wit and humour: running in and out of the house, forgetting what she had to say to Romeo having called him back. It’s heart-stopping, and charming, and so recognisable. She’s completely smitten – past the point of no return.
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The following morning, Juliet sends off the Nurse to organise her wedding to Romeo.


Bloody hell, there’s no mucking about, is there?

Juliet is pacing, probably in the orchard, getting out of the way of the household. She runs through a whole gamut of emotions as she awaits the Nurse’s return. Her mind is racing, thoughts going at lightning speed. But then our thoughts do that, you know. That’s why, as an actor playing this part, you have to think on the line – not before or after. It’s essential. You’re speaking as you’re thinking. You don’t think, pause, then speak. Makes for a very long play if you do that.

Juliet’s hyperventilating, probably hasn’t slept much, she’s bouncing off the walls with anxiety. Why is the Nurse late? What could’ve happened? She knows the Nurse is lame – maybe that’s what’s taking her three hours. Or is Romeo having second thoughts? Or perhaps she was wrong to trust the Nurse after all? Juliet’s doubting everything. Very, very fast all that.



The Nurse is running a risk liaising with Romeo. He’s part of the Montague family, and therefore an enemy.


Oh, she’s taking a huge risk. But she does it because she loves Juliet, who’s like her child. I also suspect that the Nurse is living vicariously through her. And no doubt she enjoys the drama and intrigue. But ultimately I don’t think she has quite thought through the repercussions.

When the Nurse returns, the words pour out of Juliet – it’s the impatience of first love and extreme youth – and yet the Nurse is in no hurry to give her the answers she craves.

It’s a very funny scene. What’s exquisite is that you have one person being very, very fast, and the other luxuriating in being very slow. Yes, I’m sure the journey to meet Romeo was quite tricky for the Nurse – she’s out of breath, she’s old, possibly overweight, she had to get up early and travel quite a long way, probably cloaked and undercover – but she is definitely milking it. All those protestations and distractions and non-sequiturs: ‘I’m aweary, my back hurts, my feet …’ Oh God, it would drive you mad. You’d want to kill her, wouldn’t you?

We used to laugh a lot during this scene – in character, I mean, not corpsing for once. I’d be laughing with impatience and Peggy Mount (who played the Nurse) would be relishing my desperation. And I’d mock her and placate her and massage her aching back and hang around her neck and rub her feet until finally she’d say:


NURSE

Then hie you hence to Friar Lawrence’ cell;

There stays a husband to make you a wife.



Hallelujah!

The play goes at such a lick, doesn’t it? It hurtles along. There are so many references to speed: ‘Let Romeo hence in haste’, ‘Gallop apace’, ‘It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden, / Too like the lightning.’ The whole piece has a headlong quality, an urgency. I remember I was always running.

And when I arrived at Friar Lawrence’s cell, Romeo and I rushed towards each other. The Friar had to physically keep us apart.

It’s a short scene with the Friar and Romeo, and the language becomes rather formal. It’s a nod towards something sacred. Romeo and Juliet are there to sanctify their relationship, but they have to exit the scene to tie the knot, because marriages weren’t allowed to be portrayed onstage during Shakespeare’s time. It was against the law. That’s why they always happen offstage, or are cut short as in the case of Much Ado.



In her next scene, Juliet is back home, excited and nervous, waiting to consummate her marriage to Romeo.


It has a great arc, this section. She plunges from zenith heights of happiness to utter despair.

Franco’s staging of the ‘Gallop apace’ speech ruffled a few feathers. It was customary for Juliet to stand centre stage, facing front, but Franco had me rolling around on a great big bed. When we toured the production to Venice, the rake of the stage was so steep that three men had to hold on to the headboard in case the bed slid down the stage and into the orchestra pit.



Juliet has several metaphors in that ‘Gallop apace’ speech. How do you play a metaphor?


I think it’s fatal to think of it as a metaphor – that’s too dry and cerebral. Yes, it is a metaphor, of course, but it’s better to think of it as a discovery. Juliet is trying to make sense of these new feelings she’s experiencing and she’s using metaphors to help her understand the situation she’s in.

A character’s choice of metaphor or simile will often reveal something about them. For instance:


JULIET

So tedious is this day

As is the night before some festival

To an impatient child that hath new robes

And may not wear them.



It reminds you how young Juliet is. She’s only thirteen, she’s still close to being ‘an impatient child’. She feels the time can’t pass quickly enough and she doesn’t know how to express that ache and longing.



The Nurse arrives in floods of tears, saying that ‘he’s dead, he’s dead’.


Juliet, of course, thinks she means Romeo. That’s all she hears. But then Juliet learns that Romeo has killed her cousin, Tybalt – or Tibaldo as Franco always called him – and Juliet’s world is thrown upside down: how could she have got Romeo so wrong? He’s a ‘fiend angelical’, ‘dove-feathered raven’, ‘wolvish-ravening lamb’. All oxymorons.

It’s only when the Nurse says ‘Shame come to Romeo’ does Juliet do a handbrake turn and leap to his defence. And then it hits her – something else the Nurse said: ‘Some word there was, worser than Tybalt’s death / That murdered me’ – and that word is ‘banished’. Romeo has been banished. The news decimates her.

I was in a child’s nightie. Franco wanted me to cry like a child. He said a child wouldn’t cry standing up, so he had me curled up on the floor, rubbing my eyes.

When my parents came to see the show, after I said the line: ‘Where is my father and my mother, nurse?’ my father called out: ‘Here we are, darling, in row H.’ No one ever believes me when I tell that story, but I swear to God it’s true.



Juliet asks the Nurse to fetch Romeo, ‘And bid him come to take his last farewell.’ We then jump to the following morning where Romeo and Juliet have spent the night together.


And she doesn’t want him to leave. But Lady Capulet is heading towards Juliet’s bedroom and so Romeo has to make a run for it.



As Romeo escapes via the balcony, Juliet says:



JULIET

Methinks I see thee, now thou art below,

As one dead in the bottom of a tomb.





What’s the thought behind that line?


She has a premonition. But it has to be fleeting, you don’t want to labour it. The audience knows it’s not going to end well (Shakespeare tells them upfront in the prologue), but the characters must still believe in the possibility of a future. There has to be hope. You mustn’t act as if you’re in a tragedy.

Everything has changed for Juliet. Once you’ve experienced that feeling of really loving somebody, that all-consuming, overwhelming, all-enveloping passion – especially if it’s clandestine, with that added frisson – you can never return to what you once were … Oh God, we’ve all been there.



Lady Capulet arrives, and believes that Juliet is grieving for her murdered cousin, Tybalt. But of course the person she’s crying for is Romeo.


The dialogue between mother and daughter works on multiple levels. For instance, when Juliet says of Romeo: ‘O, how my heart abhors / To hear him named, and cannot come to him,’ Lady Capulet thinks that Juliet is talking about revenge, whereas she actually means love. Juliet is desperate ‘to come to [Romeo]’ in order to give him a reassuring hug, not to attack him, as her mother assumes. Juliet’s not lying, of course, but nor is she telling her mother everything. She’s equivocating. And the Elizabethans would have understood this double-speak, because equivocation was a technique used by Catholics to defend themselves against the Protestants. Say one thing to appease your Protestant accusers, whilst in your heart remaining true to your Catholic faith.

And what’s thrilling is that the audience knows exactly what Juliet is thinking. They’ve been let in on a secret, and feel one step ahead of Lady Capulet.



To dispel Juliet’s ‘heaviness’, Lady Capulet announces the ‘joyful’ news that her daughter is to marry Paris.


But Juliet refuses and all hell breaks loose – especially when her father, Capulet, arrives. He calls his daughter a ‘green-sickness carrion … baggage’ – and threatens to hit her, wishing she’d never been born. Daughters are always challenging their fathers in Shakespeare – Imogen in Cymbeline, Hermia in the Dream, Katherine in Shrew. They’re all at it. No wonder the Puritans wanted to close down the theatres. You can’t have young women questioning the authority of men.

Capulet threatens to disinherit Juliet unless she marries Paris. And off he goes with a lot of banging of doors and shouting, with Lady Capulet following him.

After the euphoria of being with Romeo and making love for the first time, Juliet is suddenly brought crashing down to earth.

Juliet looks to the Nurse for comfort and is told to forget Romeo and marry Paris:


NURSE

Romeo’s a dishclout …

   .     .     .     .

[He’s] dead; or ’twere as good he were

As living here and you no use of him.

   .     .     .     .

JULIET

Well, thou hast comforted me marvellous much.



Deeply sardonic that last line. Juliet promises to visit Friar Lawrence for absolution.



Can you see it from the Nurse’s point of view?


Oh, of course – you can see it from everybody’s point of view. The Nurse just wants peace in the house. How is she to know that events will deteriorate? And also, she must be feeling very anxious because she’s been complicit in their affair. She was their go-between. But now, she has to align herself with the family to prevent herself from getting into trouble. And in the circumstances what advice can she give Juliet? What she offers up is practical guidance. Not sensitive, but practical.

And now Juliet has no one left. Heartbreaking, because she and the Nurse had such a close bond.



Juliet arrives at Friar Lawrence’s cell and discovers that Paris is there.


Quite a bit of this next scene was cut in our production. In fact, the play as a whole was heavily edited, and that was another reason why we were criticised. Franco was always very keen to get to the nitty-gritty.

Finally alone with the Friar, Juliet threatens to kill herself. So the Friar provides her with a sleeping potion that mimics death. It lasts for forty-two hours – very precise – which will allow for her parents to believe she’s dead and inter her in the family vault. The plan is then for the Friar to be there at the tomb when she wakes up and to reunite her with Romeo. Pretty good chap, the Friar, isn’t he? He’s got it all worked out.



Is he really a good chap? At the end of the play he abandons Juliet – runs away in her hour of need.


That doesn’t make him a bad person. It makes him complex. It’s a very human response. He’s frightened. John Barton always encouraged us to look for the contradictions in the characters. That’s what makes them three-dimensional.



Juliet returns home to find the preparations for her wedding to Paris in full swing.


She apologises to her parents, clears the air, reassures them that everything’s going to be OK. But she’s just preparing the ground – the audience know she has the sleeping potion in her pocket.

She’s finally alone in her bedroom and about to swallow the potion, which must be terrifying. You have to keep reminding yourself that she’s only thirteen years old. She’s being pushed to the very limit of endurance. She lays a dagger by her side in case the sleeping potion doesn’t work. She’s taking a massive risk, isn’t she? Because who’s to say the Friar hasn’t given her poison. He may want to bump her off to cover his tracks.

Fear pushes her imagination into overdrive. She’s worried about waking up in the tomb, surrounded by dead relatives and unable to breathe because of the unwholesome air. She goes to a very dark place in her head – talks about grabbing the bone of an ancestor and dashing out her own brains – and ‘bloody Tybalt, yet but green in earth, / Lies festering in his shroud.’ Franco wanted me to see Tybalt’s ghost at that point, which she very well might have done because she’s so frightened and desperate.

But there’s no going back – she has no choice but to take the potion.



Juliet is ‘dead’ for a long time. You mentioned earlier that it’s hard playing dead?


Very. Because you blow it if you cough. Or drop off and snore. I once sneezed when I was lying on the tomb and my Romeo, John Stride, had to throw himself on top of me and pass it off as some fit of hysteria. And on another occasion, just after I swallowed the potion, I turned, tripped, fell against a piece of furniture and cracked my ribs. It was agony, because I was required to lie there, immobile, until later in the scene when the Nurse would lift me up ‘lifeless’. As I hung backwards over her arm, the pain was excruciating; it was all I could do not to scream.



When you wake up in the tomb, you discover Paris and Romeo, both dead.


I’d forgotten about Paris – of course, there’s that big fight between them, isn’t there? Romeo kills Paris in a duel, and then assuming Juliet is dead, commits suicide by drinking poison. And that’s when the Friar arrives and Juliet wakes up. The Friar tries to get her away from the tomb but she refuses to go with him. Left alone, Juliet stabs herself next to her dead husband. Franco had me in a wonderful white dress with a child’s bonnet. And the scene was dark and grey and claustrophobic. A contrast to the sunshine.

When I saw Francesca Annis play Juliet for the RSC in the seventies, she lay limp in Romeo’s arms. And as the dying Romeo gave her one last kiss, you could just see her hand flicker to life behind his back. It was a stunning moment. I’ll never forget it. So close to averting the tragedy, but not quite. Not quite.



Francesca Annis and Ian McKellen [Romeo] were in their thirties when they played the parts. Juliet is such a complex role. D’you think you need to be older to play her?


I certainly think it helps. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t play it when you’re young, but distance and life experience can often add to your understanding of a part. I’d like to think that I could play all these parts much better now. Have you seen that great documentary with Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies? She is in her nineties and giving a talk to a group of students about playing Juliet. At the end of the programme she performs one of Juliet’s speeches and you don’t see Gwen as an old woman – you see her as a thirteen-year-old girl. It is spellbinding.



When Zeffirelli’s production opened at the Old Vic the reviews were rather mixed.


They were positively hostile. We were criticised for the set changes taking too long, the lack of poetry, the costumes (which they thought were too unromantic). Franco was very beaten down by it all and about to get on a plane back to Italy, but Michael Benthall called a company meeting at the Vic and, with Franco at his side, Michael gave the most wonderful rallying speech. We went on stage that night and had a terrific reception. And then we got a superb notice from Ken Tynan, and the tickets went through the roof and we extended the run.



Kenneth Tynan called the production ‘a revelation, even perhaps a revolution’.


Well, Franco broke with custom. There were no wigs – we were all asked to grow our hair – and the clothes weren’t flashy, they were what you might imagine somebody actually wearing. And the make-up was very naturalistic – none of those painted cleft chins which were all the rage at one point at the Vic. [Laughs.]

And the acting was less demonstrative in our production than people were perhaps used to. It was fashionable at the time to act in a more declamatory way and for your movements to be more mannered – no, that’s unfair, I shouldn’t have said that, because that would be to undermine really great performances – but let’s say acting styles were starting to change and become more naturalistic. Franco didn’t want anything to be posed or self-conscious. He said, ‘It doesn’t have to look good, it doesn’t have to look beautiful, it just has to be real.’ He wanted teenage angst, hot-blooded passion, raw emotion; he kept asking us to be visceral and more in the moment. But he didn’t give a damn about the text, and yes, the poetry no doubt suffered.



Were you conscious of being in something revolutionary?


No, no, no. But I was conscious of working with a director who was capable of performing your part much better beside you. [Laughs.] Because in rehearsals you’d see him out of the corner of your eye acting up a storm. He wasn’t demonstrating. He was just going through the emotions with you. It was as if he wanted to transfer what he was feeling by osmosis. It was both inspiring and disconcerting.



After the run at the Old Vic, the production went to Venice?


Yes – they were my last three performances. The production was about to go on a long tour but I couldn’t go with it because I was off to Stratford to be in The Cherry Orchard. Franco was very, very cross about that and never really forgave me. When I came to film Tea with Mussolini with him nearly forty years later he was a bit – well, Joanie [Joan Plowright] always said that he treated me very badly. Perhaps he did, but I’ll never forget how much I learnt from him. I loved him.

While I was at the RSC, Peter [Hall] and John [Barton] and Trevor [Nunn] taught me about the form and the structure of blank verse. But Franco taught me about passion – not that Peter and the others were without passion – but Franco was nothing but emotion. And to play Shakespeare you need both. It’s no good thinking just about the iambic pentameter, and it’s no good just focusing on the passion – it’s a marriage of the two. The one informs the other. And it’s difficult to do. If you work with the form and the structure you’ll never run out of breath – the poetry is what sustains the play and holds it together – but the emotion is the petrol.



What was it like playing Romeo and Juliet in Italy?


Venice was extraordinary. We played at the Fenice Theatre, which many years later burned down and had to be rebuilt.

The show never once went up on time. And during the interval – which went on for ever – all of Franco’s friends and relations would come round to the dressing room for a chat and drink our champagne. [Laughs.] The play didn’t finish until about two in the morning.

I remember, on the opening night, there was a gondola crash at the back of the theatre. We watched it happen from our dressing-room windows. It felt like a bad omen, but in the end the show went well.

And on the very last night, I came out of my dressing room and saw John Stride sitting against the wall on the floor sobbing. I gave him a hug. He was continuing with the tour, and I was off to the RSC. He and I had been in the Old Vic Company for a long time, playing a whole raft of parts, including Phebe and Silvius in As You Like It. We’d got to know each other very well. We were inconsolable. We didn’t want to let go of each other.



David Mamet would argue that that’s the play asserting itself – love, loss, saying goodbye.


I think that’s probably true. John Stride was sensational. He was everything that you imagine Romeo should be. And more. He had a very young, rounded, cherubic face. I’m looking at his tree right now in the garden. I always plant a tree for lost friends. There it is – it’s thriving. And Alec McCowen is over there, by the steps. He was terrific as Mercutio – so waspish.

The other reason I was very emotional, sitting on the floor with John that night, was because I was leaving the Old Vic Company. I had been there since drama school – four years – it was the end of an era. I’ve never played there since.






Advice

You often talk about being part of a continuum, and the importance of passing on the baton.


It’s all we can do. You mustn’t be dogmatic in what you pass on, though. The next generation will decide what’s useful and you have no control over that, and nor should you.



So what advice would you pass on?


Be kind, be curious, be playful. And keep a sense of humour.

I’d also say that there are no small parts in Shakespeare. Ursula is a relatively minor role in Much Ado and yet she says:


URSULA

The pleasant’st angling is to see the fish

Cut with her golden oars the silver stream,

And greedily devour the treacherous bait.



Three great lines that make you feel a hundred feet tall. And even if you have nothing to say in a Shakespeare play, at least you’re around the words, listening to them every night. Because those lines that he wrote – they have to be good for your brain, don’t they? I don’t even have to be on a stage saying them – just whispering them quietly to myself can give me an endorphin rush.

What else can I say? Read Hamlet’s advice to the players [Act III Scene ii], which begins: ‘Speak the speech, I pray you …’ If you want to learn how to act Shakespeare, listen to the man himself – it’s all in that speech.

And finally, look for the pluses in life. Because they are there. It could be something as simple as smelling the blossom on a tree, or being able to sit here in this garden in the sunlight, or a phone call from a friend … Oh look, there’s my little wren. Did you see her? She’s so tiny. She just flew in a big swoopy arc across the front of the house. That’ll be one of the pluses I’ll think of before going to sleep tonight.



I quite like the phrase: ‘Things are never as bad as you think they are, nor are they ever as good.’


That’s a bit too flattening for me. It takes away from life being wonderful. I wouldn’t want to deny the highs. I’d rather find a way of dealing with the lows.



If I’ve said anything remotely intelligent in this book, the chances are I’m quoting from either Giles Block, former Head of Text at Shakespeare’s Globe—


I love Giles Block. I’ve worked with him.



Or a wonderful teacher I had at drama school called Rudi Shelley.


Oh, I’ve heard of him – he was at Bristol Old Vic, wasn’t he? He was a mentor to lots of people. Daniel Day-Lewis adored him and John Neville and Tony Hopkins often talked about him.



Rudi used to say – and it’s taken me years to understand this – but he’d say: ‘I can’t teach you how to act; all I can do is teach you how to learn how to act.’


Yes, all you can do is open a few doors, and hope that people’s passion and curiosity will send them off on their own paths. People need to experience their own adventures, and find out things for themselves.



He also used to end each class with the words: ‘Don’t believe a word I say.’


Well, that’s the best advice, right there. I wouldn’t trust anybody who tells you that they have all the answers. I was lucky enough to meet the right mentors at the right time – and their guidance just happened to be right for me.

Shakespeare belongs to everybody. And we must allow who we are as individuals to colour our interpretation of his words: everybody’s upbringing and life experiences are different, and that needs celebrating and bringing to the plays. You’ve got to find out what his words mean for you.
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Epilogue

In 2021, I was asked to be part of the BBC TV series Who Do You Think You Are? Or as my family preferred to call it when they found out that I’d been invited to take part: Who The Fuck Do You Think You Are?

I discovered that my nine times great-aunt – on my mother’s side – was a woman called Beate Brahe [1526–1605], who was a lady-in-waiting to the Queen of Denmark.

Beate Brahe had a son called Tycho Brahe, who was a famous astronomer. He was injured in a sword fight and wore a metal nose. There’s a wonderful portrait of Tycho Brahe (with his real nose) that shows his family tree. And on the left-hand side of this portrait, as clear as daylight, are the names Rozencrantz and Guildenstern.

Now this is where it gets interesting. While Tycho’s mother, Beate Brahe, was a lady-in-waiting, Shakespeare’s company visited Elsinore and performed for the Queen of Denmark. Will Kempe was part of that visit, and Will Kempe, of course, was one of Shakespeare’s clowns. Could Shakespeare have accompanied them on that Danish trip? Who knows? We can only guess. But even if he hadn’t, don’t you find it interesting that Rozencrantz and Guildenstern make an appearance in Hamlet? Shakespeare must have heard those names somehow.

Look at my arm: I’ve got goosebumps. To think that maybe – just maybe – through my ancestors, I may have touched the hem of Shakespeare’s doublet.
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