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yea period of six years. What, | wonder, are the supposed merits of
i a1 4l oy o cocaioual pirposs. John Andr s icrulewing
Cedric Messina, said * gather that one of the things you hope for is that you
will .. . create a library of Shakespearean video productions that will last for
quite some time."* Messina did not deny this; and in the edition of Romeo and.
Tulir the st play t be shown, le . is
10 make the plays, in permanent form, accessible to audiences throughout the
world."” It would, I suppose, have been possible to accomplish such an aim
by drawing on existing films and tapes where satisfactory ones were available,
e ey ek el e contincy,
of apy as thought desirable, and one can see that this would have its
e Loty s e T
Complete BEC. Shakespeuro! i far stccoge selingpoin then productions
of various, lesser-known plays to fill the gaps in a collection.

Although one may undersand why the concept of completeness had its ap-
peal, it must have been obvious that it also has isadvantages. It creates
Releiice pressaret. 11 nial ik of Foetlsemesss The| A et okt ocp
turning, whether or not the ideal director or actors for a particular play arc

‘After this,
As the editor
of a complete edition, I know just how she felt. Some productions are bound
10 be less successful than others. Indeed, the series failed to get off the ground
with 4 resounding non-start when the first play to be taped, Much Ado About
Nothing, turned out to be completely unacceptable; it has never been publicly
shown. There have been demands that others be remade. Charles Shattuck, at
the end of the first season, wrote in his Presidential Message to the Shakespeare
Association of America that one of the six plays (he refrained from saying
which) “has provoked such indignation (here I choose @ mild term) that the
‘management ought to consider withdrawing it, filming it again with another
cast and director, and sending it o us again in another scason. The play on
which itis based is t00 well known, too much in demand, for it to be represented
permanently by so wretched a production.” He called upon members of the
Association to *‘monitor the quality of each film in the bank”” because, he said,
the project “‘can affect the teaching of Shakespeare for at least the next quarter
of a centun
You will have observed that somehow the concept of completeness s felt to
catail a degtec of permancnce:th productions will st for it some e’
thelplays will be o cmanent form"”; they will go into a
Lt rmm Whic (b5 chn e repeatedly exteaid for atlast  * uare of
9 The motion hees i andable cnougt [ThEfe S, il ahere eebably
ilwzys OEE o ceaiiipnaa studying Shakespeare’s plays than
here are performances for them to see. Even in England, where one might
et o ok readily available, there was no major stage
production of AIl's Well That Ends Well between 1967 and 1981. The 1981
production, by Trevor Nunn, in which Peggy Asheroft plays the Countess. is
an excellentone; it will unlessthe normal paten i completely broken, have
a few doz yne, anc
Loatie, gntue'ion by p:l‘h-ps mo 000 people, Setore receding into theatrical

* Shatespeare Quarterly, 30 (Spring 1979), 137
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Commentary

Television Shakespeare
STANLEY WELLS

EDRIC MESSINA TELLS US, IN A PREFACE to the editions accompanying the
BBC series, “The Shakespeare Plays,” that the first-cver performance of
Shakespeare on television was given by the British Broadcasting Corporation,
on the first regular television service in the world, in 1937, and that it was a
“full-length” production of Julius Caesar. Between then and the start of the
current serics, he says, “30 of the plays have been presented, the more popular
ones many times over.”

And they have been dnne in many different ways. Some have come direct
from the stage of a theatre, in performance before an audience; I remember
seeing Clifford Williams’ Royal Shakespeare Company production of The Com-
C O e T productions that have been
reworked in the studio for the televi n: 50 it was with Jonathan Miller’s
The Merchant of Venice, given orignally at the National Thestre with Laurence
Olivier as Shylock, and with the same director’s King Lear, in which Michael
Hordern played Lear, initially at the Nottingham Playhouse. Trevor Nunn sim-
ilarly reworked his Stratford productions of Macheth B oy A Clet i,

of Kings and The Spread of the Eagle (a version of the Roman plays). Pro-
ductions have been filmed specially for television but on location: Messina did
a Twelfih Night this way, at Castle Howard. Some productions have crossed
all the boundaries: Peter Hall made a film of A Midsummer Night's Dream
based on his stage production but recorded on location primarily for television,

a film that has also been shown in cinemas. And, of course, films of Shake-
speare’s plays made for the cinema, such as Kozintsev's Hamlet and King Lear,

and the Olivier films, have been shown on television—and have been much
changed in the process, for transfer from the large screen to the small one can
have an effect similar to that of looking through the wrong end of a pair of
binoculars. We should perhaps recall, too, that the current BBC series comes

* The BBC-TV Shakespeare (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1978).
STANLEY WELLS, Editor of Shakespeare Survey and General Editor of the Oxford

Shakespeare, delivered these remarks as the annual Shakespeare’s Birthday Lecturer
at the Folger on April 12, 1982.
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history. In the meantime the television production, also excllent, ill be avail
able for showing all over the world, can be taken out of the and slipped

into a viewing machine at any time of the day or mgh( can be supplicd with
subtitles or alternative—or even duplicate—soundiracks, and will cnable in-
terested persons (0 sce the play for at least twenty-five years. The play will
repeatedly jump vibrantly 10 life at the touch of a switch
Is there not, perhaps, more than a litdle wishful thinking in such a scenario?
What happened to the BBC tapes of The Wars of the Roses. and The Spread
o the Eagle? to lonathan Miller’ The Merchant of Venice, s King
Lear? Wh s Millr a present directing o new production of King Léar—with
the same actor in the un= Tole 4 last time.—if he might have saved hundreds
of thousands of pounds his previous production out of the vaults and
restoring it to K Feltion Hos e ever, in the whole history of television
(such as it is), been a production of Shakespeare which has borne repetition
more than a few years after it was made? A few—a very fow—of the many
cinema films of Shakespeare have acquired classc status and can sl be seen
with pleasure, though increasingly they are becoming period picces, of interest
as documents in the history of filmmaking, or as records of performances by
great actors of the past. Would we recommend that a schoolchild or under-
Eraduate sce Reinhardc's A Midsummer Nights Dream, or Olivier's Hanier,
as a way of getting to know the play? Would we not even be wary of sending
him to see Olivier's more recent, and uller, Oikello? Evea if telévision could
achieve productions at reason have we to think that they
13 g W o s Mo hambeTlor iawelfy 1 gt A
Pasternak-Slater, offered a powerful illustration of the way in which prod
10 scem out of date, He said “There's a wonderful book by Anne
Hollander about costume, in which she has a series of photographs u( pro-
ductions of films and plays about Queen Elizabeth I, going from 1920 to
Each of those periods presumably thought that they were producing an Fed
version of the costumes, but what comes off cach of the photographs is the
period in which they were done, rather than the period to which they refer."
There is no way in which this aging process can be arrested. faakies
change; new technological devices are introduced. For all we know,
i Peforers des
y grow old and dic, their
reputations fade; styles of incidental music change: new interpretations of the
plays, both academic and theatrical, may come between us and the transfixed
images of yesteryear; our attitude may be affected by so small a matter as a
style of haircut or a fashion for beards. And, of course, comperitors may arise;
alrcady more than one American critic has called for 4 transatlantic challenge.
Maurice Charney, reviewing the second season of the series, wrote: **An Amer-
ican version of the 37 plays might not be able to compete with the BBC version
for authority and authenticity, but I think it could compete on the grounds of
vitality, originality, and vivid imagination. And it would certainly have a better
crack at being the spontaneous, informal, culturally relevant, and * alive’
entertainment that Cedric Messina so camestly hopes for. Let Amiricastle
ion producers sit up and take notice

£ Al statements by Jomathan Millr cited i this text are from Quarto, 10 (September 1950). 9
2
750, 31 (Summer 1980), 29

The Privileged Playgoers of Shakespeare’s London.
16 Amiscomt Coo) xesemw 311
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at a time when television productions can be circulated on videotape and re-
el el e uals.
deed, the current BBC series would not have come into being were this
il Ul e R SR I se N el ok prochcb T e
the powers that be decided to screen it, and it might well be shown only once.
In England, at least, most of us are still at the mercy of the planners. If we
are not able to give up an entire evening to the television set at the time one
o i plays s sceene e B el e Bk e ol The
bought, and, in America particularly, a greal part of the potential importance
e up a “bank” of performances
hich can b Consianly esliown 10 et s ot o gt e
never have the opportunity to see the plays performed. This makes it impossib!
o speak of uniform viewing conditions. Many people may see the productions
e et il T o
sized screen. In most households this situation has drawbacks. Viewing can be
bty s by e sk e by cening
i can b put to  stop i one of the party fets bored the fact that members of

ideal viewing. It is possible to show the tapes on screens larger than those in
normal domestic use; thus Sheldon P. Zitner writes: *“The video-tape of As You
Like It s, 1 assure you, remarkably better when seen on a four-foot screen in
the company ofa class of thity o when e athome with e <t 2
‘This suggests some of the options open t0 planners, and points to the dis-

e ot e e e R e e
it is completed. In this television differs crucially from the theatre. Every the-
atrical performance is different, because every performance is the result of a
two-way interaction between performers and audience: the performers, and through
them the director, can constantly attempt to control reactions. A television tape,
e e e
is shown, bu the fact that it will be shown in a variety of conditions means
{hat the ireeor' cfees should idealy be caleulaed wih 8 bo

of possibilities in mind. He records in color, but many of his viewers will watch
in black and white. He may scale performances down to living-room dimen-
sions, yet the tape may be shown in large halls. His actors speak in English,
ye the tapes will be sold to many foreign-language-speaking countries. In Ja-
pan, I am told, the BBC videotapes are shown first with a Japancse soundirack,
oo you ave i lcqument ou ol Sy ovEs SRR
then they are shown in English only, on an edacationl channel. Subtitling is
e
envisaged by Cedric Messina in one of his more bizarre contributions to the
BBC editions. He remn(ks o “Som: ) sophisticated elec-

with English commg T e
right, 1 suppose, for those with highly sophisticated mental equipment.

1

One distinctive feature of the present series s its completeness. It s grand,
perhaps. gmd\nse scheme: to present all the plays at the rate of about six a

= “Shakespeare and Televiion,” University of Toronto Quarierly, 51 (Fal 1981), 11
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i

Needless to say, exce

e claims or hopes for the lifespan of the BBC series

do not invalidate it in the shorter term, and it is evident that the planners had
in/mind! some:ofythe dangers harl bavetmentloned Thix o reficted e
attitude towards the text, though appai
e e e e
John Wilders, Literary Adviser to the serie that

arent in various statements

s since it started, writes

Thers wers o ressons wiy e shouk prodacs, crery paygeomgkio o unew
On the other han ason why w
T R L e
mhi{sppeciciihem Ik luciasoo, v Boaily: What would
e Ausralin in the oubeck o the Mexican i his hacienda make of S
dlllogue G Voo v Ve

Samson Gregory, emny words well ot cay cons.
Gregory No, for then we should be coll

o A s e bl e s

Gregory 3 bl yomlive, deaw yous meck out of colar

At that point, the very people in whom we hoped to arouse an enthusiasm for
‘Shakespeare which they would pass on to their grandchildren would probably switch
off, determined to give the remaining 36 plays a mi

Here, the argument for cutingis o remove obscurity. But length has also
Cesigaaied secipt Aiog o Royiéo onat
Experience shows that

ducing the series most plays were cut 50 as to fit within this limit. There was
e R referred to, in what may

be
as * ‘the biggies’ (Hamlet, an
" The BBC editions helpfully

dicate all the intentional cuts and textual chnngcs The) a0 isclute arcles
based on interviews with directors, actors, designers, and others which, for all

their maddening retention of hesitations, qualifications, confusions, and self-
contradictions, nevertheless sometimes vividly illuminate the production pro-
R e L o R Dl
Cedric’s brief was to make it as definitive as you can. To do a version
you have 10 o the whole text really. One didn't wan 10 cut too much, bt 85
a showman you don’t want to bore the pants off your audience, so some sort
of compromise has to be made. But whoever does Shakespeare, it will always
be true—certain things you cannot make sense of and they should be cut.”
Under Jonathan Miller’s management, even long plays such as Troilus and
Cressida and Othello have been given with few cuts. But policy has not been
constant, and has sometimes imposed visible strain on David Snodin, who writes
3pagelor So about the text n (e editions. The Taning,of the Shrew-—nota
specially long play Shor of the eatire Tadlietion, Indicing pandal con

© “Adjusting the Set.” Times Higher Education Supplement, 10 July 1981, p. 13. The script as
printed shows that the st two lines were spoken. the second two omitted.
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tortions in Mr. Snodin: *“Under Jonathan Miller’s rule . . . we have at all times
ied to remain aware of the fact that every play will be seen by millions of
people who have never seen, or indeed read, a Shakespeare iy b before; =
that these people should therefore be given the chance to see a version of th
play that sicks as faihfully as possible o the text. At the same e
such a ruling should never be enforced to the extent of possibly tamperng's
viewer's understanding, cnjoyment nld e involvement. . - 13 =
that for once, and
been perfectly well SR Mlller and his colleagues had e v
teduce a play by an
Toa Shlkespe.lmln 6 aeciitn mly seem deplorable. Yet it s at least
arguable that translation of Shakespeare to a different medium requires,
Jutifcs,fedtreatmeat of the text. Olivie' lm of Henry V, regarded by many
as the best of the film adaptations, omits about one half of the lines; so docs
his Hamler. Grigori Kozintsey, in his fascinating book about the genesis of his
film of King Lear, writes: ““one should keep as much of the text as possible.
However it was not at all easy. . . . It seemed that there had not been one
occasion when the filming of a scene from a Shakespeare play based on the
text had been more effective than exactly the same scene in the theatre. The
best parts of Orson Welles's films seemed to me those which had no mention
in the play: lago in the iron cage hoisted up in the ai (the prologu to Orhello);
the coffin of enormous proportions which is dragged along the ramparts (Fal-
staff’s funcral).”” And Jack Jorgens, in Shakespeare on Film, ells s that in
Peter Brook's film of King Lear * n cut to the bone (so
anxious was Brook to avoid a dead museum piece that he once considered using
a text “translated," as if a foreign classic, by Ted Hughes)."”® And that seems
{o me not at all & b idea. When 1 saw Zefirlli's i of Romeo e Jaliet,
50 pretty 10 look at, so uncomprehending in its treatment of the lines, I wished
the whole script had been in modern English prose, making 4 film of the story
of Romeo and Juliet, not of Shakespeare’s pleyctific Mz sl adipaion
has to occur, I think it should be thorough. Then it has a chance of creating
anindependent, i elhted, work ofartike Verd's Spe Fiaf, o Belor's
dramatic symphony Roméo et Juliette, or, in its own way, Colley Cibber's
Richard III, for a couple of centuries probably the most popular play on the
English stage. Ted Hughes might, indeed, have made a King Lear which would
e spoken in filmic terms to our generation in a similar way. I do not say
that it is impossible to make successful films, for cither the cinema or the
teleusion, esingal or most of Shakespear's word. | da fay—as Kozitser
said—that it is “not at all ¢
G b T i s e . T s
S e el e e
educators committed to instructing students in Shakespeare’s dramatic crafts-
m-nsmp. o they be likely to appeal to sponsoring bodies. So there is

atension
public. 1 am st tht i esion may exs wilkin many of our mind, 0.
Do we want good television drama or pure Shakespeare? Are we really being

true to Shakespeare if we are hllhful to the letter of his texts but fail to convey
ther spirit?

1 King Lear: The Space of Tragedy (London Henemann, 1970, p. 53
* (Bloomingion: Indiana Usis. Press, 1977), p. 2
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tume is not one that cramps his own style, he has also said that it represented
an insuperable obstacle o the engagement of directors whom he would have
wished to work for him. This is one of the inevitable problems of a house style.
The drawing up of guidelines has the advantage of working towards uniformity
and consistency of approach, belping to crete 2 recognizable syl for the
sercs. It may have the advaniage of timulating dieciors b an initial
challonge:but it may a1 iahibt individoality and discourage the paricipation
of arists who find the gidelines umympzmcnc Rz\lewmg one of the
ductions, 1 wrote that “the medium has reduced the * A distinguished
friend and collcague argucd tht the limitations were o e
2 better director could have found ways of making the
lay work on the screen by using the medium more creatively. He suggesed
that Ingmar Bergman would be the right man for the job—perhaps thinking of
Bergman’s delightful translation into television terms of Mozart's The Magic
Fiute, Wy, be asked—be thiaks bg—hud the BBC not employed Bergman?
The answer, 1 later found, had alrcady been given by Miller, stating that
<t odgian cousact wih thefAmerioa o producer” apecited cnndluo s
ich *'some of the best directors 1 might have got refused t© work.
e v tried Bergman. who “wasn’t available.” He had tried Peter Brook,
because it was important. in “a series of Shakespeare plays which arc meant
to stand as a document-—to have at least one version of a great director’s work
on tape. But he wouldn’t do it. unless we worked with his actors, in his theatre,
in Paris, filming under his own dircction. ” which was impossible both because
of e expente and alo—an odd eason, pertaps—becaute “many of bl own

Ronald Eyre, who “‘turmed it ** All these except Bergman
v best known for their work in the thetre, and al are experienced dirsetors
of Shakespeare.

In the event the directors employed have, except for Miller himself. tended
10 be ones who have worked mainly for television, and who have little or, in
more than one cas. bo previous cxpeience in directng Shaksspeare in any

ces seem likely to result in competent rather than

bnll m s Iceresing!that the dircetor of the prodbetion for
eard the mos ise Well That Ends Well

) e W o bl lsplaFd el Din PRSUOS OpeR TSk Corten

Garden but who had little experience with Shakespeare and who had never

previously directed a television play. In this case, individual talent appears to
have overcome the drawback of inexperience. It s interesting t00 that the same
director’s production of A Midsummer Night's Dream had a poor critical re-
ception in England. Each play represents a distinct challenge

Difficulty of enticing the most desirable-seeming directors is not the only
practical problem that has faced Dr. Miller and his colleagues. They have not
always been able to employ the actors they wanted. Asked what he was *

e e om o ExsiGeCA e s b e o
SN ok icat 8 ket ke it
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thrill of ritual participation as the stone is made flesh. But—as 1 hoj

lustrate later—the production orAI s Wellshowed us that maginative eeéton

can triumphantly overcome this p

omisson from The Taming n] ihe Shoew of the Sly episodes not only
decreased the play’s comple 0 increased its sobriety—or decreased
its hilarity. And [ think this points to another more general problem; that is,
the difficulty of achieving a really comic effect on telcvision with Shakespeare’s
comic episodes. It can be done by individuals. The comedy of eccentric char-
acter can be well conveyed. John Cleese, who played Petruchio, is of course
a master of this kind of thing, and he had some nice touches. Better stil was
the way in which Jonathan Cecil endowed Hortensio with a sweetly naive sim-
ple-mmd:dn:ss an eager, dimwitted charm. There was genuine and origis a

in the increasing self-absorption with which he expounded his plot

i B, initialy addressing bimsef t Petrchio but gradualy loing a
consciousness of his hearer, who looked on with that fasinscd, if slighly
abstracted. contemplation of folly which is one of John Cleese’s trademarks
Concerted comie scenes scem far less Tikely ( work well, and 1 Suspect that
Hhis Is because one important participant i invarably mising: the reacting
audience. Comedy written especially for television acknowedges s need by
providing studio audiences, not only for broadly comic sho
more sublle kinds of situation comedy. Shakespeare was
ence, and at times must surcly have been hoping for that kind of development
o a comie climax which can arisc from the interplay between actors and au-
dience in such scenes as the buildup to Malvolio’s entrance in the scene of
nocturnal revelry in rmm. Night o the comic catechism of Dromio in The
Comedy of Errors.

A theatre director can achieve marvelous comedy simply by the prolongation
of pauses: I have scen this Bappen with the first sppearance o the Watch in
Much Ado Abour Nothin dience first intrigued and amused by their
comic appearance and ncreasingly enierained by th fact it thess men, as-
sembled together in order to ctertain an audience, do nothing and say nothing.
In the theaire such a silence can build up an intensity of attention and cxpec-
taton that becomes incressingly comie the longer tht nothing happens. Even

movement of one of the watchmen towards another as if with the infention

of speaking, followed by his decision to say nothing after all, can convulse th
house. After this, a yawn or the scratching of an ear can scem brilliantly fonny

This kind of comedy depeads entirely on the preseace o eacin udie

It has no chance of seeming other than deadly on a o, In e
theatre, the progress towards a comic climax can be m:mpnhlcd through an
orchestration of action and response, the actors holding back one laughter-in-
ducing action unfil the response provoked by the previous one has subsided,
varying rhythm and pace at each individual performance in accordance with
the audience’s reactions, like a cat playing with a mouse or an auctioneer re-
sponding (o bids. This cannot happen on th tlevision srcen. If e, as iew-
 the actors can neither hold back to allow our laughter 10 sub-
518 o i the mood in orde to quellou laughter. They are acting in a
ere is a comment on this in the edition of Twelfth Night: *"Most
ofthe acors et the 10 of & e audicnce™s response to guide them through
the ambiguiies and mood changes of th piece, and the diretor, 0o, fes this

Z

SHONEowaES s FrmmSou s peculiar to Shakespeare. It is the same with
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The problem of anlhcmiclty reas s head, moreover, i rltion (0 seting
and costumes. The plays were written to be performed on more o less bare
gl we bolerelI it e b
came incresingl to| be E e e e i

n has
We cannot speak now o A i oo of staging smkespem
styles in recent years on the English stage have included the neo-Elizabethanism
of Peter Gill’s National Theatre Much Ado About Nothing, the stylized mod-
ernism of Peter Brook's A Midsummer Night's Dream, the Victorian theat
calism of Ron Danicls’ A Midsummer Night's Dream, the symbolic austerity
of John Barton’s Hamler, and the Edwardian naturalism of Trevor Nunn's All's
Well That Ends Well. *Updating of setting and costumes has been intelligently.
and illuminatingly used; in Buzz Goodbody's moder-dress Hamlet and in John
lo About Norhing it seemed especially valuable as a means
of revivifying social conventions that would not have been apparent to a modern
audience. The process has become so common that a reviewer recently declared
that a production of A Midsummer Night's Dream at Stoke was “straight Shake-
speare” while going on to say that it was performed in late-nineteenth-century
dress. T don’t find it easy to think of many successful Shakespeare productions
of recent years which have used Elizabethan settings and costumes. In the his-
plays, admittedly, a certain continuity of convention may be observed;
though settings for these plays may be more or less stylized, costumes are
usually of the period in which the action takes place. Otherwise, directors have:
often been most successful when freed from the constraints of authenticity.

Directors of the BBC television series, however, have been hampered in this
respect by two factors. One is that the conventions of television T and
thus the expectations of 4 television audience, favor nawralism. There
ready-made equivalent in television terms to the bare platform stage of Shake.
speare’s time. John Wilders describes how this problem presented itself to the
planners

“The television equivalent of Shakespeare’s stage would be an empty studio and
that, 1 originally thought, was what we should use. I am now certain, however,
that we were right not to adopt this sty for all the plays, though R
used it for the battlement scenes in Hamlet and Jane Howell came close 1o it in
her production of The Winter's Tale. How austerely academic our productions would
have looked! Morcover, an empty studio would have made a very different impres-
sion on the viewer from that created by an empty stage on Shakespeare’s own
dience. To the television viewer, accustomed as he is 10 such representations of

the apening scene of Macberh would not have been “an open place” but Studio
L of the Television Centre, White City.”

The other factor inhibiting the directors’ imaginations appears to be an initial
decision that updating of setting as well as textual tampering was to be avoided.
Jonathan Miller is quoted as saying that his main problem in taking over the
Series was “the original contract with the American co-producers—it had to
be so-called traditional, in the costume of the period (whatever that meant).

* “Adjusting the Set,” p. 13.
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There was no chance of shifting period—above all, 0 modem dress.” For
Mille bimsel, s scems not 1o e ben a srous obsale. “The brif was
key-tricks—and I think monkey-tricks is .1 l:lsl 50 per cent of what
mw tion is about. . . . But it 5o happens that the requxremenl that
I stck to something which i recognisably period happens to coi
interest of mine, which has been growing in the last year or ch in tying to
return (0 the 16th century because it is interestng i its own.
These, then, are some of the considerations which affected the choice among,
the options open in relation to setting and costumes. To some extent they arc
pegaive fctors 0 modem drss, b expeinenal stings—ut hey ave
led 10 more positive decisions, some more fruitful than others, Two productions
Have beem thped o location; one——Hemry Vill—successfully. Tt seems signif-
icant that a history play responds best to this treatment. The other, As You Like
11, seems by general agreement o have been less successful John Witders cals
the decision “a mistake"": “by placing As You Like It in a rea forest we forced
the realism of the location to conflict with the artfcial conventions of the play.
It became that much harder to believe in." My ows 'n memory of the production
is that the actors fought a losing batle against long grass that entangled their
calves, and midges that had constantly o be swatted away from their faces.
Location settings have not been used since Jonathan Miller took over.
More fruitful has been the decision *‘to make the. productions look like paint-
ings."” Stating the case for this, Dr. Wilders writes

“The television screen resembles the stage in tha it depcts characters who move
and speak, bt its two-dimensional surface, rectangular shape and surrounding frame.
i makes it ook ke 8 e, T s he feaure of e smll screen whih has
been exploited by Jonathan Miller, whose version of Antony and Cleopatra was.

signed to recal the painings of Veronese, and by Elijsh Mmhlnxky whoieAlls
e ot s i i Ve

the most satisfactory answer the directors have yet found. It i hion
antifice of the plays and does justice o muse tablaux which are as much
of Shakespeare's d Butcan the e sty

pinin b found 0 math evy S e

the pictorial allusion?®

don't think conscious awareness of the allusion i the viewer is necessary
o the success of this technique; surely it is enough if the viewer recognizes
the beauty of the pictures while perhaps having some notion that they are not
entirely original. I agree that the pictorial technique has been successful in
iving visual plesur, but this alone ill ot rescue  production tha i
ficient in otherrespects. I is not enough to do jusice simply o the “tableau. ™

at very word suggests a freezing of the action which is  denial of drama.
A successful visual style would be one that i effective when the play is moving
fast as well as when it is moving slowly, and above all one that allows for
C's
A Midsummer Night's Dream. bt thatseems 0 me neerteles 0 be one of
the weaker production;

v

‘Although Jonathan Miller has declared that the limitation to ““period” cos-
i
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omeone ik Frak Filay as well." n th event either actor s invol
oty oo 1 boa ; Bowerer gescuns raponmontis
e "madcquzl: uh:amn facilte.” saying tha you oty
have about a month to rehearse days 1o tape. Most people who really
take Shakespeare seoul ke R necessary to rehcarse.
with 12 days of tapi ere are, then, serious practical problems of various
Kinds some of e e that make
e seresposible at al.am hink we shoud besetes in mind in pasing

v

My concern so far has been maily with the conce

i ption, rationale, and design
i e e e consequent problems. In the space lef to
me. | should like t0 speak rather more directly about some of the problems of
television Shakespeare as they seem to me to have emerged from the serics

When we think about the performance of a play in the theatre, onc o
most fundamental quesions we ask oureives  wheahe (o dscion e
fo have wished o convey a particular overall interpretation, and if so,

theatre, ™ or “dircctors’ Shakespeare,” a movement which h

$ w icu-
larly, though not exclusnmly. forwarded by the work of the Royal Shakespeare
Company. An carly proponent of it with that company was Peter Hall; oddly
cnough, as e ot the National Thestre he has scemed sometimes to be

of Hanier and Orhell, and with Peer GAl's uch - Aroor wooes u
o the l\gun&: m:; has recently been Michael Rudmans vivi, caportol.
jous Caribbean Measure for Measure—a proble; with a hay
mmsyA Jor Measure—a probl il play with a b 2oy
e the direion was l.rymg 10 convey ideas sbout th play duri
S e e e o
vidence. L spoken of the textual abreviationof The rentngs a/lht Shrew,
it is clear that this was carried out with interpretative inteat Dr. Ml has
declared hat “the gml challenge™ in directing this play “is to
g play from the wreckage of faceiousness, the aceurulated irdion of
lay." He has spoken very inteestingly sbout the ideas of the play. sug.
e o it “bas vt miniauwre scale of King Lear; the faiher's
failure to recognise the truly valuable daughter; the importance of maintai

married, not unto my clothes’ and * "Tis the mind that makes the body
Thisis; e says. “one of [Shakespeare’s] good, serious plays, cast et

n igh I bave no quarrel with Dr. Millr's com
‘comparison of the play with Kin
. Lbave to admit thac 1 ind some of his Siaments  tooch yorenon
Mnre importandy I e tha his intcpeeation resuled ina performaece which
Ttended
e .ny m.g.n, 3 Puritan hyma, o plnphnse of one of the psaims
in which marriage i cel a
of the ideal relationship P man, woman, and God” (John Wilders
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any comedy originally written for the theatre and later prescated on television.
But it is particularly acute in relation to Shakespeare in that many viewers have

iroducing the BBC ediion. This may be apt enough us @ symbol of “the im-

portance of maintaining order.”” but it scemed 1o me a

domesticism took over from the exhilaration, delight, ot i

formation miraculousy achieved: piced with a hintof ironic skepicsm, with

ce of the play Ieavcsmc in favor of rescuing
celis ln. | think 1t speaks

10 us seriously because it speaks to us on a comic level—but I
that its comic seriousness was fully conveyed by Dr. Miller's production. In
saying this | am simply isagrcing with Dr. Millr's intepretation, which s
of course subjctie raction and docs not deny the possibilty that Dr
made of the play something that had its own validity. Beca ntezpretation
consisted of an atcmpt 10 estore the plays Elizabehan-ness, oot (i 8 comne
. the interpretation could be conveyed
wihin the conventions of he seres 5o far as costme was concerned. But
undes expense of textual authenticity. Henry Fen-
U e pull it rthen iffementy, i hisaccle fn i
edition, where he writes: “The only cut Miller took was to remove the

Induction—that 0dd and unresolved framework of the beggar Sy being duped
and entertained by a wealthy lord. s removal is by no means new, and not
only did it tidy the play considerably, it also helped the seriousness of the
approach.” That amounts 0 an admision that we were offred n inierpretation
of the play’s action which depended upon a denial of part of its text
1o not object 10 this. As I have said, I think that adaptation is ustipable. 1
happens that I value the Induction rather highly, partly because it contains some
very fine vese, panly becauie Siy i an excelent pice of chircerization,
partly becavse I think it is funny in a style of comedy that is grounded in reality,
and most of al because I think that the framework, for all that t is, certainly,
is nevertheless integral o the play in its portrayal of a beggar
‘whose imagination is worked upon in ways Wt preiure the way Petrchio s
‘o work on Kate's imagination. So | think that tsomision diinishes the play
ol o syt  aias the declardaitos Gt

futti potace peahaba e hosact s ek mbich St chamcers Vo
P g et particular problems on clevision, that the ex-
istence of an extra dimension which in the theatre may seem an enichment
may.in tclvision terms scem an untidiness. In the theatre we can be aware
simultancously of the presence on an upper stage level of Christopher Sly and

others while we also watch the play that is being performed for their enter-
tainment. This kind of simultaneity is much more e Heatt o sehieve .t
smal, two-dimeasional television screen; and [ wonder if this may have beca

is needed in the last scene of The Winter's Tale, when it is importan that we
be made aware not just of Leontes’ emotions at Hermione's apparent resur-
rection, but of the bystanders” feelings t00. In the television production, I found,
the focus on individuals denied us the sense of simultaneous involvement, the
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more of a director’s success was Jonathan Miller's handling of the first part of
Timon of Athens, a difficult because partially unrealzed play. Dr. Miler kil
ces of the text, setting the opening scenc at a lavish

fully filled in the crev

had expectations of comedy aroused by theatrical experience of a particular
play, and so are bound to be disappointed when their cxpectations are not ful
filed. This was s for me with the BBC television production of A Midsummer
Night's Dream. Never before have | found the Pyramus and Thisbe scenes so
devasmingly ufunny. And never vil anyone persuade me that it is not con-
sonant with Shakespeare's despest urposcs i his wonderful comedy tha they
should be lunny So when, in the BBC edition’s section on *

that “Several of the interjections during the play-scene itself have e
in order to allow the story of *Pyramus and Thisbe’ to unfold in a fundamentally
sesous and vaiatrmpted fashion ' can oy sigh, with Puck, *“Lord, what
fools e

e
“The kind of interprtation which avowedly lay behiad the production and
adaptation o The Taming of the Shrew has not, I think, becn common clsewhere
in the serics, where the style has tended to the neutral, towards an aticmpt to
let the play speak for ise without directorial interpositon. 1 was made par.
ticularly conscious of this by the fact that not long before sceing Jonathan
Miller’s television Troilus and Cressida 1 had seen Terry Hands’s Royal Shake-
speare Company production at the Aldwych Theatre. The stage version was
e mucl the play asiscen dhroagh the eyes o Th:mlus many prod
devicesiers employed i gudailoudicace's eactlont The desee in w
alsoaiislon ot Dy as Wkl jorgysies Were e o s dhatiwe
0 eegandheras comipeand docadet, The Greek heroes were caricatured;
Achilles clearly 4 10 seduce Hector the night before the batle. Modern
llels were suggcsl: a mouth-organ played in the camp scenes, Pandarus
ended the play virtually impaled on 4 barbed-wire fence.
‘The different approach of the television version was epitomized in the han-
dling of thelPrologue [ thelprte et tho speaker of the Prologee s bo
play. Terry Hands gave the lnes to Thersics, insanly
scumg oo athan Millegave themco a0 abogymous oice—
actally, I understand, and significantly, that of the aum‘ whoplayed Ulystes—
which spoke them coolly, dlsplsnomlcly n.: B
entire production. A setting of stone :omun and a
supposedly outdoor space, il d 10 be. svmply
o/ erca & scase of reality, ot to cary interpetative (mplcations, There was
no equivalent to Terry Hands's First World War analogies. The love-making
of Paris and Helen was comparatively modest. The camera work was unobiru-
sive, often employing long takes with a static camera and no shift in perspec-
tive. There were few omissions, and most of these were in the complicated
battle scenes. (It is clear from many statements in the BBC editions that the
television directors dread battle scenes.) The action unfolded with exemplary
clariey except i thedificlt o rhcanng scene which I mentioned carlier. The
result was an interesting and highly respect-worthy production, though not, [
thought, one that plumbed e plly s poetic depths.

§

If production styles have not on the whole been especially illuminating or
peseaingite haveinerexieless i gl et et bnl~
lanccs. There iereiteesin touches n the rodus: Helen was presnt

he Trojan ladets:
lies clipped his beard before a fooking-glass as he icsracied g Myval:
dons; Calchas was brought unexpectedly to vivid life as a slippery traitor. Still

reception which mm an appropriate mkgmum 10 Jonathan Pryce’s portrayal
of Timon's touchingly obsessive. generosity. A realistic, and voracously de-
voured, banquet S rrent imagery of food and cating which is
an cseatial part of Shikespeare- £ cxplocuin of Fls oot e vt s
masque was an admirable, genuinely and el cducatons piece o period
resonstrcion. Thisscemed to me o be the kind of direcorial brlliance which
serves theplay, ralzation rather than self-eri mxtrpmunon In the sec-
. howerer «\.enmcllyxupnnen:ll particularly in the decision to show

nothing but Timon's head upside-down throughout his later speeches.

vi

ing for examples of interesting direction I find that I have uninten-
hnn:“y A e rom productions directed by Dr. Miller
which [ hope is a tribute to the unfailing intelligence of his work. But his st
of direction, along with that of all his colleagues. is one that throws a heavy
burden of responsibility upon the actors. Neither in intcrpretation nor in tech.
nique of presentation is the dircctor making things casy for them. In general,
the conditions of acting arc those of  theatre, but with no live audience and
with cameras not far away. This presents problems especially of scale. Michael
Hordern, who has acted in several of the productions, spoke about this in re-
laton t0 The Tempest, n which he played Prospero. He s quoted as saying
that *. . _ instead of trying to reach the back of the galley with yourinmost
moug.nu. e (e n you and the camera,
which may be only eighten inches away. You can come down from the more
optranc o Gliviey and bk vt thought processes much more satis-
factorily. In the theatre you have to deliver them with quite a few stops out
ere one is playing 0 oeself, you can be seen to be thinking, you just
don't have to scll them. You can play some of the great specches on entirely
different stops. . . "1
‘ot one of the most strongly rhetorical roles in the canon; I have
not infrequently found that rhetorical cffects have been a source of embar-
rassment. Some actors have overdone them. Henry 1V, in one of his key so-
liloquies, harangued me. sitting inoffensively on a sofa only a few fect away
from him. with 2 vehcmence that reminded me of Queen Victoria’s s complait
that Mr. Gladstone was in the habit of addressing her “as if she were a public
‘meeting.” Nor did Donald Sinden reduce his ripely e slyle el
proprite scal for the King in Al's Well That Ends Well. O forme:
have shown the strain of trying to find a way of reducing the S
ceptable level while not liogether deaying he dramatiscs e, So. in The
Winter's Tale, it seemed to me that Jeremy Kemp as Leontes used understate-
meat in  way that removed the abvious danger of cnbatassing exsotonatsm
at the expense of depriving us of an appreciation of the character’s anguish.
In the same production, Hermione, at her trial, seemed too confidential. This
is  public occasion; although we o not need to be boomed at, we must be
given a sease that major issues are at stake, that this is a queen attempting fo

1" The BBC-TV Sholespeare (Loodoa: Briish Brosdcasting Corporation, 1950).
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influence those around her; why should only we learn that the Emperor of Russia
is her fatl

The fact that one is conscious of such problems stresses the intimacy of
television as a medium. Both this and the emphasis given by the series to the
actors have encouraged a focus on individual character. | was made particularly
conscious of this by reading the introductions to the BBC editions, where there
is much talk about the characters as individuals. OF course, most actors need
0 believe in the reality of the character they are portraying; but Dr. Miller did
mu rebut Anne Pasternak-Slater's comparison of him with “Bradley, with his
ful detailing of character.” To her remark **You're very interested in the
Fillness of characte. to0," Dr. Mille responded with an admission tha he is

“extremely interested in minute naturalistic detail”* while stressing too that he
bas “a clasicizng stk .. . which scs things a5 abtracted, educed, and
formalised.” The interest in detail can lead to successes such as the vivid por-
trayal of so minor a character as Calchas. It can result in a kind of fmgmenmlon
which perhaps s particulrly likely to occur with groups of actors who
brought together to act in a single production over a short period of ti
can be little opportunity in these circumstances to achieve stylistic coh:smn
Soin The Taming of the Shrew I felt at times too much of a sense that e
actor was “doing his own thing’ in a style that had not been tightly B
controlled. Anthony Pedley, as Tranio, deployed the full armory of the farce
actor, withexaggerued fucial expession and roesqusspeech characteristics,

h as Frank Thornton in his unusually dignified and sympa-
thetie presentation of Gremio—underplayed theif comeay. A new departurefor
the serics which we have not yet been able to assess is the use for
parts of Henry VI and Richard 1 of a company of about forty actors, working
under a single dircctor, with a full-time fight director and choreographer, for
all four plays. It will be interesting to see if this worthwhile experiment pays
off in stylistic unity.

“Tendency 1o ndeiplay combined with a0 ephas Gn indivdal charscer
can result in excessive cutting down. Anthony Hopkins gave us an Othello
Sl sy uvtrplnymg butlacked clemental passion.
Describing the play as " he said *1 think television is the
e e b T i (o P e et
it intimately and then you discover something else about the plays—they're
very intimate plays."'% That may be a tribute to Shakespeare’s infinite adapt-
ability, but it ells us more about the actor's need to work on a reduced scale
than about the scale of the play itself. And even the naturalism that comes from
an emphasis on individual character played within a real setting can be taken
10 excess: I think of the performance of Pandarus, which employed every cliché
e aggerated ges-

posturing, rolling eyes, giggles, flapping jowls—for the portrayal
s s voyeur 1 found it all too broad and, lteraly, t00 loud, actorishly
unreal except at the end when the actor suggested a grim dignity in despair.
On the other hand, one of the more successful aspects of Troilus and Cressida
arose from a no less bizarre performance from a blind actor known as The
Incredible Orlando in the role of Thersites. Like Pandarus, he was outrageously
camp, 3 bld tansvstit (Ajx does afe all cal him “Misress Thersites”;
e saw g Achilles’ washing while chuntering criticism to himself,

2 The BBC-TV Shakespeare cted in note 11

276

QUARTERLY

sharp-t wng\md but Odd]y suggesting a kind of compassion for the victims of his
scurrility. rmg picce of casting which succeeded as a result of a
strange inte ween the strong personality of the actor and the 1o less
mngc aspcus of Ihe role as Shakespeare wrote it.

the whole, I think the best moments in these. productons have come when
sty eyes have encountered ours through the television screen and have
enabled him 0 let the charactr speak direcly 10 us; whea G easie b e
Hordern said. ing to himself,” when he was “‘seen to be thinking. ™ Ko-

T in his book on King Lear, wites: “The advantage of the cinema over
the

came in the soliloquy beginning “Thus have I politcly be

K I s my cien
. lines which i the theare are often addresséd in 3 mood of somewtat

aggressive self-defensiveness dicctly 10 the audience, a kind of challenge:

He that nows better how to tame a shrew
Now let him speak. —"Tis charity to show,
V.. 210-11)

John Cleese spoke them in quiet close-up, a moment of exhausted self-com-
munion as Petruchio yawned over a candle, serious and purposefal even in his
fatigue, articulating his strategy before snuffing his candle and going to bed.
In Troilus and Cressida the best moments for me came likewise in moments
of self-investigation, n Troilus, played by Anton Lesser, meditated in anguish
on Cressida’s infidelity:

Instance, O instance, strong as Pluto’s gates,

Cressid is mine, tied with the bonds of heaven

Instance, O instance, strong as heaven itself,

The bonds of heaven are slipp'd, dissoly" Gea: G
i 153-56)

Best of all was the entry of l(clen in the last scene of AIl's Well That Ends
Well, described by G. K. Hunter in a way that I will not attempt to bcll:r In
a seminar paper for the International Shakespeare Congress, 1981, he

On the stage. as the tension builds up through the intrigue, the reservation of
[ g enty places an nofesble burden on i
entry: can one simple step through the all this? We see her as she i
and ot s she i eceved The (cevision plvdm.lmn solvedth probem, bty
1 hough, by conceling the cuy. The famly and it supportcrs hav lned up
impecepily, fcing the doo tiough which Dina 5 bing aken 1o pion. 4y
the door she stops and pleads her final stay of exccution. st ot looks
through the door music begins 10 play. “Behold the meaning.” says Diana Bt
the camera docs ot allow s o behod. Instead i docs wha he camera dos bes

it shows us a set of mouths and eyes. As it tracks along the line we are made
s 08t of innr suriscs s fc fte e responds [ the il and
|\gm£ {0 ith undersanding and el 1 confess (o i i & very moving -

Inevitably, the series s uneven in its achievement. Inevitably, t0o, it has

TELEVISION SHAKESPEARE 7

provoked vared reactions. Thus, S. Schocnbaum, reviewing Julis Cacsar,
found it “firstlass television—and excellent Shal 00, W
Il me e S e
“silly, affected, awkward, wooden, or misguided.”'* b s grattying that
comp:ralwcly little-known plays have been largely successful: I think partic-
ularly of Timon of Athens, AIl's Well That Ends Well, and perhaps
s o e T T e e e o ot 1
ur memories of past performances, and the great tragedies (the “biggics”)
specialy, hard enough (0 cncompsss o the stage, e scareely avoid dimi-
nution on the small screen. But the series is keeping Shakespeare more or les
T that it is fulfilling some, at least, of =
dacatione
s beter world than this, we should not be obliged 10 et up a grandiose
scheme for “domng”" the complete works within a limited ‘period of time and
with exaggerated claims for their value as teaching aids in order fo acquire
financial backing. In that betier world the plays—any of the plays—would be.
performed on television from time to time by directors keen to interpret them
through the televisual medium, given casts of actors who were high on their
lss o prioies, permitd ample reharsal time, ind allowed, (00, to formulate
el el ol and interpret s. In the meantime, although
R gralcl\ll for an ambitious enterprise
Which at leat s not demeaning Shakespeare, and which has had some real
successes.

 Washington Post, 25 March 1979
50, 30 (Summer 1979), 411-12.




