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Reviewing Shakespeare

TNIE TOPIC FOR THIS SPECIAL ISSUE Was Sug-
‘gested last December by Ann Jennalic Cook.
Ann was organizing a proy
Shakespeare for the annual meeting of the
espeare. Association of America, and she
thought thar some of the discussion tht o0k
place in March would provide a stimalus for fur-
ther reflection in the months that followed. Hap-
pily, she was right, and several of the articles
that appear in this number Of SHAKESPEARE
QUARTERLY owe something to what happened
in Nashville. It was there, for cxample, that
drama critic Richard Coe regaled us with ac-
counts of the most memorable Shakespearcans
known in several decades of reviewing
for The Washington Post. And it was there, in
a session chaired by Bemard Beckerman, that
‘actor and director Paul Barry told us about his
contempt for much of what passes for theatre
criticism today.

But of course what transpired in March was
‘merely a brief episode in an ongoing debate: ool
ot el hesr v
uc’s opening article by the late Tober
e Sl e Tong
been questions about the proper relationship be-

n those who perform Shakespearc’s plays

d those who study and comment upon them.
For Mr. Speaight, 2 for most of the authors
represeated in this special number, the most
fruitful association between theatrc profession-
als and scholars and critics is one that derives
from mutual respect and cooperation. At times
something approximating such an Edeni
abtans, and the resut s a bicading of tlens
and insights that leads to informed productions
and sensitive reviewing. Far oo often, however,
as the artcles by Mikel Lambert and S. P. Cer.
asano will llustrate, there remains a disjunction
between those who produce the plays and those.
who write about them, with the consequence that
much that might be learned and shared is vi
tiated by misunderstanding and mistrust.

®

°From the Editor

It would be t00 much to expect that a col-
lection of essays on Reviewing Shakespeare could
even address, let alone resolve, all the issues
that separate the different kinds of Shakespear-
ean professionals. But perhaps it is not idle to
hope that what politicians refer to s a frank and
open exchange of views will at least advance.
the dialogue to 2 more productive level of dis-
course. That at any rate is the rationale behind
the pages that follow—the premise that by tak-
ing stock of the kind of theatre reviewing we
practice at present, we may be able to discem
ways in which those of us who write about

demands that we bring to our part of the enter-
prise a high order of discipline and responsi
bility.

1

The issue commences with three articles that
focus on the problems peculiar to actors and di-
n an essay that was written for pre-
sentation at a Folger Institute symposium in 1976,
Robert Speaight places Shakespearean produc.
tion in the context of other actvities such as
scholarship, criticism, and teaching. While doing
50, he describes some of the best work of the.
many actors, directors, and other theatre profes-
sionals whose creative efforts have brought us
0 our present moment in the history of Shake-
spearcan drama. Richard Coe then discusses the
kind of preparation @ daily reviewer needs be-
fore he goes o the theatre; his message i that
the more the critic knows about both the play
and the traditions upon which the company per-
forming it is drawing, the more he can say that
wilhgiol i o posal el R
point Stephen Booth weighs in wit

oot o tho ol e e
find in the actors who play such characters as
Antony, Cleopatra, Brutus, and Prince Hal
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among other things, Booth's essay is a plea for
reviewers o think more deeply about what a part
requiresof an actor befor they offer judgments
itical of the way that actor has discharged his
respons Wit

0 three essays about
the function of the daily reviewer. John Au-
chincloss describes that role from the viewpoint
of a cultivated consumer who wishes 10 be ad-
vised about whether or not o attend a given pro-
duction. Paul Barry assesses the impact of the
daily reviewer on the work of a director whose
‘mission is simply to get a play as well cast as

mances. Meanwhile, rounding out this section
of the issue, Alan Dessen discusses some of the
particulars a review for the record should attend
to: “discoveries” about the implications of sig-
nificant moments i a play, for instance, or dis-
tinctive theatrical choices by actors and directors,
or the trade-offs that frequently resut from such
choices.

“The next three articles focus on the impor-
tance of attending 2 production more than once.
Miriam Gilbert observes that it is often neces-

‘conceptions about what it ought to be. S. P. Cer-
Gilbert’s point by describing
the genesis of the current RSC ymdu:uon of

ing Richard IIl and showing that many of its carly

fate are cither incompetent or iresponsible.
hol

nard Beckerman opens the third section of the
collection with some refiections on the problem
of evoking and evaluating a performance that
most readers can never experience. In Becker-
man's opinion, the primary value of such re-
viewing lies in the critc’s abilty to capture new

reviewers have been unable (0 come to terms

with it because of the blinders imposed
them byt “defiive” Olvie i venion of
the Fiftie. Taking a somewhat different tack,
Chris Hassel provides a detailed account of the
same remarkable production and demonstrates
that there are certain aspects of it—weaknesses
as well as strengths—that a future theatre his-
torian would be unable to reconstruct from read-
ing even the most thorough and intelligent of
the reviews

The three essays that draw the issue 10 a close:
are all concerned with the dos and don'rs of re-
viewing for the record. H. R. Coursen reflects
on the value of ecording “provincial” produc-

torical perspective. A similar assumption un-

rings of the Zeigeist, and he exemplifies histhe-
sis by showing us that the curent vogue for
“designer’s Shakespeare” s part of a larger cul-
toral movemeat. In doing 50, he suggests that
a contemporary critic who remains rigidly com-
mitted to the modemnist acsthetics of the early
Iv7l)s Sl T
o appreciate a postmodernist pmammn
o le ot Yo iy Wil ek can
lobs B33t mieney 0 v oo &
rectly from the particular to the general, from
5 o el o i 8
erary” abstaction, s the ertor most o be avoided
in theatre mmwmg. Willams cals for lessem.
phasis on y
o the representation of human values in our
coimentaey about Shikespearean perfor:

‘Cary Mazer argues for a significant reorientation
in the way Shakes formances are dis-
cussed and documented for historical purposes.

And Jay Halio reminds us that one of the cs-
sential things for a reviewer (0 note s the way
a given production treats the Shakespearcan text.

I

Taken together, these sixteen articles provide
2 salutary critique of much of the theatr re-
viewing that has characterized SHAKESPEARE
QUARTERLY in the decade since the Wirter 1976
issuc. On the one hand, they suggest that we
have made a degree of progress—that it is now
possible to take for granted a set of assumptions
about our common enterprise that would not have
been widely accepted in the days before aca-
demics finally arrived at the revolutionary dis-
covery that works such as Towelfth Night and King.
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finally made a formal offer, Sher was ready to accept with bravado. But later

he clutched, having not the slightest idea how his Richard would mate
Finding Richard was to prove the most elusive part of Sher’s undertaki

ing
First here were the natural imitations he had o overeome. Sher thought himsolr
100 short and incxperienced. After all, Alexander had been honest: the Rsc had
tried to get Alan Howard and lan McKellen but had failed. Second, and more

e,
‘was another, more recent version with Alan Howard, not to mention a stunning

production (mounted in 1980 at the Roundhouse) that Sher recalled all too
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Lear must be apprehended as plays rather than
as narmative poems. On the other hand, they -
mind us that there i no basis for complacency—
that we still have a long way to go before *cau-
menical Shakespeare” becomes a full reality
‘That this should be 50 nced not alarm us. Per-
haps, indeed, it wil hearten us to recognize in

achicved if theatre professionals and theatre re-
viewers had a more sophisticated understanding
of one another's approaches to the body of work
that unites them.

11

During the years preceding his untimely death
in October, Bernard Beckerman devoted much
of his cnergy to the development of ways to
bridge the two hemispheres of twentieth-century
Shakespeareana. It was Bernie more than any-
one else, for example, who persuaded me that
it was important for SHAKESPEARE QUARTERLY
10 rogard theatre reviewing as a scrious part of
its mission as a learned journal. And it was to

ernie that I turned, time after time, as chang-
ing circumstances indicated the need to make
adjustments in the way the QUARTERLY ad-
dressed that aspect of its coverage of the Shake-

spesrsan sene. | st that [ may be forgiven,

oncl final editor's column by
mvokmg Bernie’s name to remind those who
produce the plays and those who write about
them that they needn’t think of one another as
natural enemies.

‘Thanks in 1o small part to Bernie Beckerman,
much that has happened in the last decade can
be cited as proof that each of the Shakespearcan
hemispheres is richer for the flow of commerce
that brings it into more frequent contact with the
other. We all know that communication with the
theatre has been of enormous value for the acad-
emy. In many quarters, moreover, there are signs
that the theatre is now ready to draw more vig-
orously from the academy. Bernie will not have
el L e el ain el 1>
foster and maintain a climate in which act
irecors, sholas; and citicsall ik of them:
selves as constituting a cohesive Shakespearcan

ship—a worldwide body of colleagues,
cach contributing something vital to that har.
mony which it i the grand masterpiece to ob-
serve. In many places such a climate alrcady
exists. And it will please me exceedingly if this
issue, and ultimately this editorship, can have
helped to extend it a bit further.

Joun F. ANDREWS
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““You can find any character by watching animals,” Sher observed (p. 122)

The central image of his Richard

he built on the “bottled spider,” the as-

sumption being that here was  creature oo venomous to be set free. To this

Sher added the bull:

You can bardly make outthee eyes of mout; the bead i a black stump: he white
horns always defined against the black. Look at the head closely and it has a pri-
meval, reptilian quality; heavily wrinkled, a stupid brutal face, slightly sad.

®-98)

THIS TIME TWO YEARS AGO, TONY SHER WAS ENTERING his own personal

‘winter of discontent.” As his annual contract with the RSC was nearing
its inevitable end, he found himself playing the Fool to Michacl Gambon’s Lear
and the title part in Bulgakov’s Moliére, two of his best roles ever. Then sud-
denly, in the middle of a performance one evening, an unusual sound rang out.
Was it a bullet? The floorboards? No, it was Sher’s Achilles tendon, which,
rupturing completely, had snapped up the back of his leg. “Like a venctian
blind,” his doctor said. What followed were six months of disability.

‘With his leg in a cast, Sher hobbled on crutches. He sketched and painted,
began psychoanalysis, nd wondered what bis nex! rol might be. He leamed
how the sar
world the Exipple was fortad o mhabi. Thro SEhCe NG
e i Tp et I e eids N o e i
S iongithess steate sere reonlaiandll et wes sestivg Up 10 e Rickard
1, e ieniting ot v

Sl o U pes i UL sl sl
Year of the

eally ought to play Richard I soon” (
111? Sher’s head swam. He couldn’t envision himself doing it. In 1973 he had
played Buckingham in the production starring Jonathan Pryce, but Pryce was
a “natural, born Richard” (p. 22). What could Sher possibly bring to the role
that had dwarfed so many actors before him? He went home and mulled it over,
uncertain whether Nunn’s remark had been a veiled offer or merely bait. Per-
haps, as several friends warned him, it was no more than the old try-on. Stil,
Trevor Nunn was the RSC. So Sher started to flirt with various interpretations
for the part. In fact, sometimes he would catch himself limping around the
house. The more he imagined possibilities for Richard the more it seemed sus-
piciously right for him to pursue the role. By the time director Bill Alexander

S.P. CERASANO, Assistant Professor of English at Colgate University, is cur-
renty writing a book on the First Fortune Playhouse.

Ramaz Chihivadze plays Richard like a species of giant poisonous toad. And he
touches people as if removing handfuls of flesh. 1 will never forget the moment

of Accession s the crown landed on his had i seemed t squash th fce beneath
it like an animated carto

®.28)

esh in Sher' other
Most import; muy, however, Sher faced the acior's gmxeu e wanting
desperately to create a unique interpretation of the character, one that would
bring to light unnoticed dimensions, hidden nuances of personality, and wanting
at the same time to be remembered in the fole, 1o imiGate 4 new tradition for
future players of the crookbacked king. One morning Sher rose and lool
himsell n the mirror, In the strange siver Tight, 0 typieal of London in No-
vember, he was taken aback by his first glimpse of himself as Richard III

Whac 1 find myslf creain is stsight out of Hammer Horror. And worst o al,
dhelips T bave drawnar ot my own,but Olivi's. Again ha gias o falls
across the Tandscape and 1 dan arousd trying 1o, i seme Ighs of my
Richard is i i infancy; barly . it s Sl srlig 1o e o, sacirhs
2 whether 1o take form, And there’s this flly formed, famously formed, in-
Fimous cild murdeer eanig over b crad
.38)

e Shers first intention was t build hischaracte on wide ontadictons. Rk
st 20 Fete i
ble if

the Elephant Man had an offputing saintliness about
them, wholly mappmpnlle for Richard. On the other hand, Frankenstcin was
to0 mechanical. All previous deformed heroes were t0o vestigially human. There
should be more cmphass, Sher mougm on Richard's rference to imsel 15
“‘Sent before my time into this breathing world scarce half made up”—

lusion to something foetus-ike, unformed, and somewhat slimy (p. 75). e
ard must only be part human, incorporating all of Margaret's curses, be he
toad, cur, or cacodemon. As hé found himself growing infuiively into he role,
Sher' wial impressions of the arch-denon altered dasicaly. HisRichard wm.m

Aol ek 3 ol o the “ourgealsie invaded by gargoyle"
P

Sher superimposed the boar’s head to give the illusion that the top of the figure
was larger than the bottom—in other words, that his intellect was overwhelming

but unbalanced. And lastly, watching a television interview with the author of
Jaws prompted in Sher a sense of Richard's demonic will in a description of

Such an itcrntonal superstar s 8 ‘nighimare creaure which louehes 2 primal
nerve in our subconscious. 1 like the phrase ‘nightmare creature.” It's an image
I've got to find for Richard.

®-90)

Not long thereafter it became apparent that Richard's appearance was the
vital factor that would determine whether Sher succceded in creating the legend
e imgined. For the hunchack to mesmera- an ulse us simultaneously,
he had to exhibit an animal power born of his deformity, absolutely and without
Question It was a matter of being ~severely deformed, not just politely crip-
pled” (p. 21). Sher was under pressure o find a unique way (o construe Rich-
ard’s disfigurement. His Richard had to be distinct from the former

livier's soution ssemed obvious: he alternated Richard’s bad leg with s
‘more on voice than on physical gesture. Alan Howard

ion—and

i
leg along the g';mmd by a chain that was fastencd to X

evoked differed slightly from Olivier's. Howard was *“Gloucester Bound,
impaired psychopath lumbering along in an angry fit. Olivier had been M
testy and eager to wield his rapier-sharp wit. As Sher considered and recon-
sidered the role, however, neither of these caricatures seemed to exploit the
creative energy at the base of Richard’s psyche. They didn't require enough
thrust-and-parry with normalcy; they didn’t reinforce the point that the essence
of political power is frequently the act of wooing and being wooed. In addition,
ShepvasIet iy chand'€ ondifion s one that was punctuated with irony and
tragedy. In Richard, *Plantagenet,” the name of a French flower, referred to

a monstrous grotesque.

began his informal rescarch at nursing homes where he could observe
firsthand the ravages of spinal discase and how it affected movement in its
victims. ~They have a different rhythm, ” he noted. *That's what you see when

you look at someone who is disabled”” (p. 144). Further, he noticed that m:

And this was in no way a liberating influence. Sher found his subjects to ¢
prisoners of incapacity and smoldering frustration. Tempted as many were *
See inside themselves,” they could only be met with distortion. Their mon-
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Cety sl 8 e il g e

wihich $oms ofthc paticats compensaicd toc i physicaliadequacien: Fre:
quently their hands were distinctive. They devel exibility and a
vice-like grip (p. 109), and the normal parts of their bodies were often delicate

brethren, What h recognized as distinciv in hei behavior was tha “They
e

g
&
5
&
ﬁ

nt rhytl
[ Sher cveatually coneluded that no feaurs of Richard's bearing was more
minating than his movement. Hamlet may pause while the world turns around
mm e et & AP S i e v
‘To him the eccentric thythm feels perfectly natural. Others in the play recoil,

omwml ool s s Chatortonfyan very much the salt in a gaping

Skt o i a Rosbtn g it more subtle than the
‘members of the court circle can even suspect. If Richard is fit for nothing in
life, he has at least defied death; in order to go on living he has vowed to prove
a villain. And once he has done so, he learns that being out of step with the.
rest of the court puts him in total control

11

In Sher’s view, there has to be a good reason why so many others can’t help
falling prey to Richard’s machinations. It cannot be that they are all so naive.
as 10 be fooled by Richard’s warped charm. Richard is 100 obvious a manip-
ulator for that. Rather, in Sher's interpretation, it is & combination of fasci-
nation, fear, and misjudgment that makes his victims succumb with so little
resistance. In practical terms, his magnetism relies on a combination of lan-
guage and gesture so deadly and cccentric tha it cannot be got used to, or
predicted, or repelled.

Richard cannot afford to be static or repetitive if he is o retain his power
10 surprise. His strategy is to divide his victims against themselves, to play
them off between his words and his actions. For instance, we watch Lady Anne
confronting Richard’s words with a fair degree of success; but meanwhile, on

a completely different level, his gestures are continually closing in on her.
Richard’s animal power is irresistible because it operates on a subconscious
thythm.

Tae i ot to dowagrade in importance Richare's psyche: Sher framed his
Ri

and the blunt emotions it unleashes. He longs for the manly glory that fighting

allows because he thinks himself unfit for the softer virtues of peace and love.

Clearly Richard is a proven warrior. And why shouldn’t he be? He has all the

right inclinations, including nerves of steel and an unyielding, uncharitable
ature.

When the play opens, Richard has lost his place of honor. His bitterness
soon leads to self-estrangement, his energy to watchful insecurity. Setting fool-

624 'SHAKESPEARE QUARTERLY

Sher played Richard's cruelty very close o the surface. He played his humor
as camouflage. His Richard took genuine pleasure in s actions. He seemed
constantly to play with a smile on his face; and when an atrocity was pace
plished, e ook time out to hug himself with joy. Harold Innocent, who played
Edward in the original cast, summed it up this way: “1 like my Richards funny.
The audacity, He Kkeeps on saying to the audience, *Oo aren’t 1 awful? But I
won'tsay sorry’ ™ (p. 171). Humor and no regrets. The balance between comedy
and nightmare eventually provided the focus for Sher's Richard. As a conse-
quence, the play became an old-fashioned thriller, just lipping the edge of lu-
dicrous. Sher’s Richard made you laugh against your will. Yet “my fear,” he
‘mused, *'is making Richard t00 funny” (p. 60).
Perhaps the most difficult scene to handle—one where the actor faces the
peril of turning the comedy to farce—is IIL.v, where Hastings' head is brought
to Richard. If the head is brought in upon a stake, covered, and the cover is
suddenly removed, it will elicit a certain amount of laughter, but it will also
Lok horribly like 2 magic trick performed with a kebab. If the head is placed
upon a tray, the association with John the Baptist is unavoidable and it becomes
awkward furRlchiﬂ‘l to remove the prop at the énd of the scene. Sher considered
trying to be more “bestial” here than at other moments of the production; for
instance, he contemplated laying the head on the fioor at the end of the
and smashing it with his crutches. Or maybe, he thought, he should aniff it
“scenting it like an animal finding ...omr dead” (p. 177). Or should he hold
it up and study it, treating the scene as a parody of Hamlet holding Yorick’
il bis face stzangely cadpan “aithough he helds what was once a part of
another human bein;
Each was a potent image, but cach would have failed to sustain the necessary
teotion. So Sher again decided that unaffected movement would be the most
king mancuver. He fclt that the humor would be controllable if he vacillated
between polite interest and disinterest. In performance the effect was striking.
Lovell entered, holding the head by its hair, and nonchalantly handed it to
Richard. The latter took it heartily, with both hands and without flinching. As
the scene progressed Richard shifted it to one hand, which he rested on hi
hip. Then at the line *“What! Think you we are Turks or infidels?”” he e
the head at the Lord Mayor, who caught it and returned it quickly in another
toss. After the Lord Mayor exited, Richard instructed Buckingham to follow,
pitching the head to him this time as a gesture of playfulness to see what Buck-
ingham would do. Buckingham sent it flying back. After Buckingham exited,
and after the head had been piched from man to man like 4 rughy ball, Richard
delivered his Tast lines, tucked it neatly under his arm, and limped off “to draw
the brats of Clarence out of sight."” One supposed he was ‘aking Hastings’ bead
back to his chamber to put somewhere on & e shelf
At the risk of prompting readers of this article to commit its author to an
i Tt sy that the scene as played was absolutely hilarious. When
as tossed about, the audicnce froze; but seconds later they were
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Mosteviewersceterd o the e autjet: forisance the claboate sl
hich was described us *a comerof Westminsie Abbey
2 “high Gothie pmducnnn e e
20k 2 “Sunking.” Onl. e/ CviER<e S4% 1 oc a0 SCIRCAEE maine e
ifcant = sy of. baterod England” with s sarcophag srihing back
to John of Gaunt.* The general atmosphere of the production also prompied
Vague comments, most n he form of Siles: Eaglind 5 4 Animal Fanrs
“‘a Hammer Horror flick.”® Where this technique was applied to characters
other than Richard, it became @ convenient way to range around the cast, dis-
missing each character with a phrase.
For Sher, this technique secmed enormously redactive: the complex mpulies
exprossed in Year of he King were fatned ino cpithets. Shr was
Ievolent boatman”";” e joker"s “a lizard 5 'aspider of tarantula 1
I b e
singly few probed the ways in which Sher's concept of
Richard bmngm (or dida" bring) the production togeter n th exciing and
untsual way suggssied by the actor's ow e
A reader stra a desert islar ym reviews of Sher's Richard
1 i band, wood canclude tht this ymdn:uen was really a gymnastics cx-
fon preending t0 b a erformance of Shakespeare. Reviewers were ttally
e by the image of Richandon ruiches, One criic ommentd that 1
was] like a Monty Python contest o find the fastest hunchback o 0,712
Another drew atteniion to the production's *Olympie cruichery. "1 G
reduced the entire three and a half hours to “an astounding physical perfor-
mance,” or words to that effect. * When the production frst opened in Stratford
the reviews were ba . Sher’s crutches were a new idea accepted
by the early reviewers a new way 1o portray Richard. But as more
reviewers saw the production their approval began to dwindle. Eventually a
group of decided disbelievers questioned the entire concept behind the perfor-
mance. Evic Shorer of the Daily Telegraph coneluded tha it s the crtches
that “‘mad ratfod, nd it was sl the crutches tat “made it” when
iy 1o Loulon, Yot Shortee cam o bk 1 She seal acod, oo i
e To Shorks iy socmod 5 spetafs th chircie, aud o 20014 possibly

21 June 1984 1 May 1985; The Sunday Telegraph, 24 June 1984; S May 1985, The Wal Street
Journal, 29 Junc 1984; The Financial Times, 20 Jone 1984; 1 May 1985 The Sunday Express, 5

2y 1984; The Lisner, 16
Fines: 111 (w198 Plys, 1 (Rugat 1988} Shlespeare Qi 36 (1989, B3
83 At he writing of his cssay the eview in Shakespeare Survey was not ye

T

ot
e Spectaor, 7 Jly 19
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2 Ma

y 1985
2 Hirscihom, The Sunday Express, § May 1985.
1 R Fidtr Py, 17 (Aot 198
intance, Suzie Mackenie, Time Out, O May 1985

as bizarre as Richard’s. His soliloquies are invitations (o join
the members of the audicnce become, for an instant, “traince Richard Iils.
But in the end we are not “toads,” “hedgehogs,” or **foul lumps of deformity.
During the last third of the play, when Richard starts to lsintcgrate, bis sense
of **fun” begins to fall wide of the mark. As king he becomes paranoid and

his vision of a character, and of a
han what any eriic 64a bopo o realvciin attending a single pecformmancs (pp
14, 47, 101). It is not merely the sense of the adversarial game played r:gularly
by actors and reviewers, cither, but the intimacy he feels for Richard that has
increased the conviction with which he holds this vi
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hardy bravery aside, Richard becomes intent on revenging Himsef on the
world, d:slmymg ine Eing i} (32 81 Shecie acpycesun
s a creature searching for excitement and blood in times of peace. That is his
idea of ““pleasure.” Meanwhile, the nnfon’unau court, accustomed to seizure

tic.
would lure lonely persons into his flat, serve them tea, and then proceed to
strangle them. For a few days he would set each body upright at the kitchen
table for “company” during meals. It was beter than going back to an empty
house™ (p. 20). Then when his victim started to decompose, Ni ould

running out of neckties as the strangulations ncroascd: his
middic-class deportment; his suggestion to the poice that the leh i bis drains
was Keatucky Fried Clicken. Beneath the rony and tetchingss, the brand of
inhumanity that produces the psychopath is fairly standard. Psychopaths -
a history of habitual lying, a complete lack of human fecling, an extreme ego-

Shakespeare's characerization should be played for, but the homely taits he
exhibite. After all, Sher observed, Richard josts with the young princes as ad-
eptly as he orders their deatl s the domesticity of it all”
2059 And with this realization Sher brought is Richard a bi to0 close to
the audience for comfort.

In Sher's Richard 2 picture emerges of a man whose identity is muddled,
whose experience is one of bleak and terrible loneliness. Unlike Shylock, this
Richard cannot respond with ingratiating humor; he can respond only by count-
ing out the strokes against him in direct retaliation. His intimate family comes
first, a brother who stands in the way of his desires for the throne and a mother
Later, a wife who becomes
ical mancuvering, and a counsclor

count rises the tendency of the audience 15 1o forget Richard's humanity—
meager as it may scem—unless he is shown to possess a kind of evil that the
audience can recognize, and one with which it can also sympathize, The char-
acter must be wrenched out of the Hammer Horror world, which threatens to
engulf it, *“away from Mickey Mouse words like Evil, and towards something
that is recognizable” (p. 41). In Richard Il the problem is to create a two-
way mirror. The actor must portray a man looking into society from the outside,
but a man whose motivations are felt by an audience on the inside looki

v

Sher managed to bring most of the important aspects of Richard’s character
into_the production by his use of a simple pair of elbow crutches, painted
black—and, most importantly, by the way he wickded them, ik weapons ather
than supports. Sher made the crutches part of his body, playing Richard as a
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times”—could be delivered in a straightforward manner and still provoke laughter
because Sher had made Richard’s wit more earthy, direct, chlldnsh and less
swashbuckling than Olivier's.

ranted, that kind of wit tends—if we join in it—to twist us into a jstape
and

Events move erratically, and
ly inactive. By V.iii, his oration

to his army lacks all assurance. His timing is utterly irregular. When the mes-
f=p=mansances s Suanlsypllinot bra i trops, Kicterls st eaction
is “Off with his son George's head!” The King has to be corrected and put
back on course by Norfolk: ““My lord, the enemy is past the marsh. / rted
the battle let George Stanley die™ (Il.

The clement o ragedy that  Sher strove to create in Richard was a combi

nation of hi: . Sher's Rich-
ard has about him the same mcvlub)lny of failure as the cripples o
observed in preparation to play the role. “His appearance,” Sher decidod, fahonld
provoke both pity and terror” (p. 119). Richard can be
Jung said, “‘modern man in search of a soul” (p. 169). S me eyt
choice, Richard remains a witty hypocrite, and the **flaw for humor” is built
into the fabric of his character:

ous

's the old problem of playing hypocrites and dissemblers. It's v 50 diffcult o eser
into their play-acting with the emotional commitment they would be forced to use
I L e ik e SN S

@211

With this as a piece of his foundation, Sher decided *“I have found my nightmare
creature™ (p. 119).

vi

By the time the play opened in Stratford-upon-Avon on 14 June 1984, Sher

bad found his cresture” 30 thoroughly that he vowed ot o paSjskemsionto
the reviewers who would be evaluating his Richard. This
0 his role as Richard; it was one Sher had cultivatd soveral'years previouly

le wasn't new

Sher criticizes reviewers, in gen:ml fortheir “paril vision,” feclng that
which he performs, are more m:mve

By, the time Sher began working on Richard IIf be, was certain tha his ap-

proach to the play was right. He would perform Richard as he s:

1 can certainly sympathize with the essential frustration an actor must ex-

perience in confronting his reviewers. Sher reminds us repeatedly that Shake-
spearc’s plays were written by an actor. He explains that, for an actor, a play
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upstage Richard?! Nigel Williamson agreed tha the props dominated the pro-
duction, and Suzie Mackenzie came down squarely on the same side—the phys-
ical petformapce was inieresting (a5 far as that went), but the rest was
unsati  What's done is done, David Nathan concluded. “There's no
int in raking up old murders.

P Bredictably, the other major focus of the reviews had to do with the endless
comparisons between Sher and Olivier. Here, most of the commentators agreed
it Clive e hoen vier's truly magnificent crookback stil reigns su-
"% Jack Tinker pointed out that Richard I is “a role which invites,
Dren begs, lightning to strike over and again.”™® But it was comparison with
Ol all subsequent performances—had to be mea:
result was that lightning never seemed, for the reviewers, to strike

241, Not that Sher had overlooked that hitch

Jivie' intrprtation i definiive and 50 amous that al‘sround the world people
oy S s o A it ot . i s ok

remote Australian farms and forgotten South Sea Islands, people get to their
ot on ot . vl . nd i s e oo, desann,
“Now I th winte,” or % linguiste cquivaeat.

- 67

Ultimately the choices—as the reviewers sccmed 1o represent them—

‘whether to enjoy Sher’s gymnastics purely for their scatheic valus (aot ualike
watching tennis at Wimbledon), or to sit shaking one’s head throughout the
performance because yet another actor had failed to rival the *'definitive™” por-
trayal

v

play. We have no proof that Olivier played our best-loved crookback as Richard
Burbage portrayed him in the 1590s;and it i equally imporant (@ realize that

the Olivier interpretation is better known in terms of its reputation than in terms
of its substance. Too often the accolade - definiive reuding” 15 bestowed upon
rded in h have

thereby managed o reach masses of viewers. e Tong-
standing production histories of Shakespeare's plays.

‘ost comstructive approach for reviewers {o take is that which will place
 production in production histry, which il preservo the essence of the pro-
duction for generations o subsequent readers and viewers, which will bring

depth to s plays work
Meanwiile, w2 shonld lp!phnd those actors who manage to articulate their own
thoughts on playing Shakespeare. In the case of Antony Sher’s Richard I11, no
flon ersion s projected. We are therefore dependent on sound reviews and

1 May 1
1 Time o.. %5 May 1985
5 Toefonth Chronile, 10 ey L.
The Sunday Express, 5 M
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four-legged creature. From the front he looked like a spider. From the side he
was transformed into a lurching vulture. His “appendages” offered the op-
‘portunity for countless intriguing variations. He could rub them together like
giant pincers. At one point he squeezed them around Hastings” neck like scis-

the most fearless, his blows being **sadistic beyond the call of duty” (p. 187).
Even so, he managed to pick his way deliately over bis vitims' bodis
er scope of things, Sher’s crutches added 2 dimension of iy
to Richard's radiional oty il v et
y, and life at court scemed even more precarious than in other prod e
nr Richard I, The cruiches ‘emphasized Richard’s love of acting and his lethal
nergy, which are always seeking outlets. Moreover, they deceived the on-
Stage wudicnce oo belicving that Richard was unable to fight. Peoplc forgot
that he had been victorious in battle. Eventually we became fascinated by Rich-
ard’s overcompensating power to act, by the way he used moion (o close in

uy

Following the coronation scene Sher's Richard put aside his crutches for a
while and was carried around instead by attendants. Once he had extcrminated

those who would bar his way to the throne, he could afford to drop his supports.
Most of the blood had been spilled. and the fun of using the crutches was over.

the final scenc, however, he took up supports again in a different form,
leaning on a sword and a mace to help him along to the barle at Bosworth
Field. Just before he died he used the sword to paw the ground in anticipation
of Richmon

v

Shakespeare knew that, given the choice, we prefer our monsters to be en-
tertaining. Seasing that, Sher worried over his use of humor from the moment
he started 0 rehearse. The worst way to play Richard’s humor, he decided,
was for “a chuckling pleasure in his cunning” (p. 130). The best way would
be to make the audicnce cry for him as well as delight in his humor (p. 129)
Richard’s wit *‘avoids the issue, avoids the pain” (p. 158); it is the flip side

instance, we sce him wavering on the knife-edge between thesc optior
Sher considered how humor and violence work together:

e line Chop of his head is bound t0 et laugh, parly because of s Medieval
-pictre associaions. But would the line have ben funny (0 Shakespeare's u-
dicnce for whorn decaptation was 3 grishr reality? Probably yes. powibly mome
so. To some exient 4 modern mdlem 3 guitie to violence i siila t then,
‘bombarded with el films

©.39)
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i a process to be lived through, not a static reality. The one true “‘review,”
then, must come from the actor who is involved in a production, for only he
has worked out the character’s existence in detail. He is the heartbeat of the
production.

‘Mot reviewers will of course disagree with these sentiments. Traditionally,
readers and reviewers have dominated the commentary on Shakespeare’s plays,

has there been some attempt to correct this imbalance. We are starting to read
more inerviews with ctors, and ctors are publishing their personl accounts
of producions i the mak . Still, most reviewers would argue that they con-
e an informed cvaluation. They would say that when there is a disparity
between the critic’s views and the performer's, the actor should take the oc-
casion to confront his weaknesses. Out of this exchange should come profes-
sional growth, and 3 betcr undersanding of the play al around. In additon

the critic would clail diate the dispute between
10 be impartial in .ms:mg the ways in which innovation e
Shakespeare's meani

AL Shei best, critcs ty to handle the questions that are uppermost in the
minds of the prospective theatregoer. Unless they are writing for an academic
jourmal, however, only rarely do they address the questions that most concern
the actor and director—and sometimes noteven then. This is th frst difficulty
A1 foviewers face. Another is that they are limited time, con-
Straints that force them 0 treat some aspects of a ‘rodicion soely in terms
of approval or disapproval, and others in an cven more cursory fashion. Com-
monly the principal actor will be the focus of a review, with the other members
of the cast disposed of in a scries of one-line comments. What Sher and other

‘actors ask is whether the nature of reviewing is totally to blame for these de-
ficiencies. When a critic scems irresponsible in his handling of commentary
should we fault the 750-word limit under which he works, or should we instead
question the reviewer’s professional principles?

VI

Ideally, the work of actors and reviewers should be complementary. Only
rarcly are they so. If we set Sher's Richard alongside his reviewers' comments
as a test case, the results are quite disappointing. For Sher, the play distilled
into the character of Richard. Indisputably, the critics recognized that Sher was
responding to a tendency that Shakespeare built into the fabric of the play. But
many of the reviewers did not reflect any real sense of the distinctive ways in
which Sher redefined Richard's character. Comparing Sher's comments on Richard
III with those of the reviewers, one would infer that in most cases the actor
and his critics were working at cross purposes, with litle to bring them together

es of growth or
o s ninetech diferent sources, indcating an unusually bgh

(Plays and Plays and Players). One—Shakespeare Quarterly—Sher
term “stritly academic. ” The sixtcen others were daily newspapers, Ju\lnuls
of social and intellectual commentary, published weekly

e i s o e T L
h:“ nnrsparns 17 May 1985;
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lncrmrx' commentary to help preserve some sense of that production for the fu-
are.

e sceing the production several

viewers were more thorough and perceptive than others;
to catch the spark that made this production unique.

he production ondon has been re-blocked to give even n groater

cxposure o Richard's crutchery, and th Iassonde dha Saics pervaded Sher's

performance in the second half of the play has been reduced to a bare minimum.

‘What remains significant is that Sher’s emphasis on rapid ation has made the

character of Richard coalesce in a very u . It has helped to explain
udience a novel rendit

of Richard Il to think about—and to shink about serious el
er's characterization teaches us is the malignity of active, cnerged

evil. Sher's Richard is openly having fun, and he demands that we engage in

but 100 many failed




