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“Intetrview

Ian McKellen
On Acting Shakespeare

How did your program “Acting Shakespeare"" come about?
In 1976 1 was woking foc the Rojal Shakespeare Company, and I go an

be cheap, | Fupposc, asd bocanso i was 1 it on the g of tho great bag
festival it might be mice to have the sort of thing that actors or musicians might
wnll t0do o o Of course, there have been one-man shows about Shake-

me. Some very distinguished, like Sir John anxnd‘ “Ages of
Man which he's toured throughout the world and done on

R s il about thespeches S
T didn didn't want to copy that format. I wanted my program to reflect my own [u:luu;
about Shakespear, and 5o | had o start cxamining what my feclings were about

eama |.v.ns at the time. “What s it about this man that makes me lespm}d to him
personally, although, of course, I've never met him, don't know what he looked
like, am et xactly when he was born, or exactly where he was bor?”
So I though llbo«l'.hephysnfhnslhnlh;dbeminlnd}mwmuchlIud
d

char 1 ha
come 1o  that T could never get o the bottom of Shakespearc. And 1
Tealzed that, while puttiog ona show that would b seios about ‘Shakespeare—
would take him at his face value and acknowledge that he was not always casy to

things be! them—I also wanted to make a show that was going to
be cntertaining. And so T thought, “T'll just put on a jacket and a tie and an
ordi rousers and walk out on the stage and start talking and see what
On April 26, 155

Library. the TBM Corporation presented over the Public Broadcastng Service a nincty-

minute videoape of 3 disinguished acior’s oneman progam, *lan McKellen Acing
sspoie” Ths inlerview. publbd n th. pages 1ot folow. . et ot

ry
;m\.) e Mokl wis Japingth progrm a  CBS sudio i New Yorkin Nover-

greparin for & brif verionof i aeocsti Folger Theatre in Washington on Aprl
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PRIL IS ALWAYS @ busy month at the
Foler, but April 1982 was even more
exciting than most Aprils. This year the Li-
brary ccebriied s e smmivescy, and

36
~-EUGENES. CLASBY 237

°From the Editor

sented with a key to the Library. In response,
Reagan said: “This light that you
ms across our land, add-

some of the fruits of
bencfiting us for & long time: the new Theotors
igwick Bond-William Km Bond Memorial
Reading Room (adj he present reading
room, and dedicated on smk«m; Bk
Gl ety
o1t e o Aynl
z: 1932), more than two million dollars’ worth
of anaversary gt and s dynaic me of
the Folger orpaiztion that

R mvk 148 Gocgtion) 1 Folsa installed

xhit for the spring and
sui The. Calocior and. the Dicam
Heary Clay Folger and the Founding of the
Folger Library” in the L

st
ing to the perspective, understanding, and
people. All Ameri be
proud that the finest_ collection of Shake-
speare's work ontis side of the At It
belongs to lrunkmd‘ bul it's_posse
cared for + Ubrary.
Hoary aod Bl Folgee’s' G of iy years
e 1008 il st wikl mast e
nd cnlarged, as the inheritance of

ki go 0 come

O elowing the Wi T reception, guests

embled in the Folger Theatre, where lan
e

lery, and “Shakespeare: The Globe and the
World” (the popular multimedia show, which
‘concludes an eight<ity, three-year tour) across
town at the Kennedy Center—and s
variety of special events. Notable among those
events were two superb addresses: the annual

ively assessment
e TS O

tary section Autumn issuc of the
Qmw/y), and the ann\ul Ramsbotham Lec-

. a warm a
smk " by Sa Sclmenbxnm (whose.

sary week was a_gala it (co-

“The evenis
a reception at the White House, host
President and the First Lady, and e

nt Reaga
B Ambasador Sir Nichols Henderson),
and William Shakespeare (by Folger Director
O.B. Hardison, Jr. The evening drew to a
close with cveryone singing “Happy Birthday,
Deas Wllaii

the place for & full report on the
m!u it (fra mors d caed account 300
the June 1982 Folger Library Newsletter), but
1am immensely pleased to open these pages of
Shakespeare Quarterly with an_interview
taped in part while Ian McKellen was contrib-
uting his_enormous talents 1o the_occasion.
AT ST E B rem.lrk-
able performance was a er of wl

all the world remains a sugz or Sb.lhespenm

In addition 10 the interview with Tan
McKellen, this issue_contains a number of

other reminders that Stikespeae contioues to
attractand hold a may surprise
some readers, m.:vcr, is that mm arefover

which—in a ceremony reminiscent of the Li-
brary's openi

principal honored guest
e ot o o
ducted into the Order of the Folger and pre-

productions cuvcled
1o Ouasery T Y ) TSreaio
i simply that there arc now too many produc-
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el he it e | xce Gt e Edinbrgh s, seatiered my e
copisf .

sage h coy

paper,
em. Compared 1o the show we've

m up
for tlevison, it was &

ing th
nlh:r ‘amateur affair. But over the yearssnce 1 did it at Edinburgh, m«m«t

Voe 10 Ircand s Notihen Ixelmi I've taken it to Isracl, I've taken || o
Scandinavia, and in 1981 when I was appearing on Broadway in Amadeus 1 had

the opportunity 1o do it for a couple of ni

his to raise money for charities. And

there it was seen by someone who said he'd like to put it on vidcotape.

S it

/’ul satisfied with it?

t 1 have taped it

...dmdn Elmnmeldmhr.shwwmnhuu-:ldollhemdmllormnpmﬁc

audience.

things
libbed and put in so that the audience has the real sense i thy wa:n'l Lhm

aread-

ing place. If 'm.

mu:n 1 think I would like to. Tievizi its wlnlwl.llmn.lm s, b itis is

(it

for
prsenaton than whe | o sey i the lectur eamof universty or  school.

You said that over your years of mlw with Shakespeare your attitude
toward him had changed. What did you & o
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tions annually 10 review, in the amount of de-
t2il characteristic of reports in Shakespeare
Co e
st year's volume we di Theatre Re
Views into two Beues, Samer and Autumn.
“This year we will be the Theatre
Reviews over three issues: Summer, Autumn,
and Winter 1982.

Our plan for the 1983 volume s to publish
‘Theatre Reviews in all four issues. By that
time, however, we will have instituted some
changes in approch that vl sk te The-

Remhncsof 1 ply deciog the 1902 clemtir
- information about and when the

s Shakespearean theat
it 10 offer Quarterly readers a

what it s at w&nLl—unuLhu‘nvnllw
cupy less space in the journal—seldom if ever
‘more than a fourth of a given issue, and fre-
queatly less. Over the last few years, in our
efforts to be as comprehensive as possible, we
have allowed the Theatre Reviews section to

rent (with reports on major productions ap-

much sooner than has been possible
‘under our previous policy) and somewhat less
rigidly predictable inits conteats. A givea issue
might contain items as varied as, say, an ac-
ummulemd-pmdmnfllndmhm

M‘MuthAdoAbala

ctutiion thal ejonly sl siion s o
Theatre Reviews more concise and to
e them throughout the year.
= :

“stories” (e.g., what is happening behind the
Festival Canada that has 2

terly will o longer be able o attempt  full
dress review of every professional Shakespear-
ean production. Some companies, and some
theatres, that have been roulinely reviewed in
the past will now recive, at best, bief metion
in the Theatre

bearing on the kinds of Shakespeare being pro-
duced in 1982) at least as much as on critical
assessments of this dircctorial choice or that
acting

One of the more salutary consequences of

E L T
productions and developments in a broad re-
o0 of, say the Southestcen Usited Stais.
"To continue providing at least some of the in-

Theatre Reviews, however, the Quarterly will

o e s
ho are most at bome in the

gl e s Mg Rl
listing for 2 given play, thercfore,

;...m, with the Bibliography for 1982 (pnb

el of e o OK3) & i il

production data for every significant per-

us that other Quartrly readees
-.|| lgnz ik e s e s s

JOHN E ANDREWS

INTERVIEW WITH IAN MCKELLEN 137

T remember when I was trying to get into the university, someone testing me for

fitness to study English"at Cambridge

sked me why [ liked Shakespenr.
the

my
Without realy thinking, 1 said “Ivs because: of the Characters” The range o
S| 2 i cocrraue o ok waia b0 (b fmplcres ael e
employee, about the king and the sabject, sbout men and women, about young

1

of human life that Shakupean: didn't scem t0 be in total contact with,
But

think that what I

way
asawriter 0

just
a man of 1he world. I’ the man of the theatre that I respond to—the person who

e gt s et s
awareness of what acting is

can tell us about our own lives, is

remarkable. Very often he compares the dilemma lhal ‘any character finds himself

in wnh wmﬂamg t0.do with the difficulies o act

e ke puts into plays. He was ftialy vaidioant ity
amazing—a reat man whose imagination s s huge tht b d have (0

courtier what it was.

& Public Bouio i Londo to understand what it was v o bo o drunkard. Ho oot
sort of clicked his imagination and had total sympathy with all of us. And

s e s sl ok PR s e

imagination seems o hnve streiched not just geographically, but right across the

panse of the centuri

e ot Ko i of he was, really. We can't guess what his sexual

tastes were because the characters i

el G5y, of polifical activty s possblothat

in his plays stretch across the full range of

‘was a rather conventional,

ing man. But his plays are not boring, and therefore I don't worry too much

about what Shakespeare himself was like.

IR Acting Shaki LT Pt

you takea

stab at the idea that the Globe was an o that it e I e
cive 10 an actor's going over the top once in a whil

‘We don't know what like in d
i atre, that

il oreouru, but

the the
afternoon, and that if there was no roof on the building. e

outside pourcd in. I’ likely, therefore, that the actors.
their voices lnuder than they would in normal speech.

‘would have had t0 project
Performances are likely to

have been “larger" than our current view of what s permissble on teevison, or

e e

en,
Huml:l does to his w.wrs, not to make the.

performance too big, wuyauu times

in touch with reality. He i tmae i pecfmraaions g e

to
hice g ghovtthe opana

VALLEiak dattha pointatout that speech is that actors, in whatever century they

, have tried to make their performances appear to

be, for the audiences

vmmhmg them, real. All the great actors from Richard Burbage through David
Garrick -nd Henry Irving and Laurence Olivicr and Al Pacino have tried to make

And the fact is that just
Richard

as fashions in clothes changs, 5o do fashions in the stylc of acting.
was real

rom Heary Trving’s, and both
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were quite different from my own. Reality—and I'm talking about the reality of
human nature—is, for us today, 2 complicated busines. We are post cFreud. We
are living i

t il 10 what's 3o T hmad Kt (e
his mind. So that when T am bemg real on stage wdny T don't always present
everything that I feel, because the audience, asin i, expects to have to guess, to
have to look behind the words, behind the face, assuming that there is & whole
mountain of material that the character himself doesn't fully understand. The

amazing thing, I think, is that wherever you do Shakespeare, he can still be real.
Whichever century he has been done in, whatever sort of theatre it happens in,
whether it happens in front of a camera or a large audience, he stil responds 10
changing notions, changing fashions of what s real. It is almost as if Shakespeare
had written Freud before Freud was bor

Would it interest you as an actor 10 try to recapture the reality of some of the
earlier approaches to Shakespeare?

I don't think its ever possible o recreate the past by putting on a production

the way it wasfrs produced. To begin with, you would have to decide what cach
theatre was like, and we don't always know. Then you would have to suggest a style
of acting that now seems woefully old-fashioned. And then the audience would
have to make an imaginative leap that would be almost impossible, to understand
what it was like to be living in sixteenth- or seventeenth-century London. We
would all have to be historians, both in the audience and on the stage. And then at
the end, I think we might say of the performance, “Well, that was very interes

but so what?”

1 think the challenge that is much more invigorating, much rding, is
for us to say, not “How can we imagine what these plays were. I
first done,” but “Can we imagine how they should be done today?” T don't think
that theatre should ever be a museum piece. I ike pectocminss o beog (05,

or this evening, ay. And I
b comething Cilferent, ot ust fo the sk of being clTernt. but becane the
actors must always be aware of the audience that they are speaking directly to,
because once that audience has gone home the actors have gone home too. The
strutting and fretting is finished.

So 10, I don't want to spend my time recreating what Shakespeare was like in
the past. I always want (o think that my duty, if I am going to serve him at all, is to
bring Shakespeare nto the presen. T hink tat we shoud only ook at the st to

see how.

shmspcm, ¥ 5 4 S R Bt o i bring Shakespeare

forward.

You mention in *“Acting Shakespeare” that it is difficult 1o do Richard Il in
the shadow of Olivier's interpretation, which has been preserved on film. To what

extent canan avery recent
tionof apart is gi in front of

audiences?

play Iassume that

en I's
has never seen the play before. 1 tyto ey Hemet o ikl Macbah with

be,fum and the audience has no idea of what is going to haprpen e sum.rm-

INTERVIEW WITH IAN MCKELI
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be 1o tell that? Very close indeed. Your eye has to be right against the car. In other
ords,a the moment h bears he lary Romeo has o be rght next 10 rantp of
Juliet. They are in the middle of making lov

e o e S b maroato mal aom v et o0
words, abeorbhe iedsing 1a 41 your being fand hea 2at he 1o oit tho way
John Gielgud does.

Do you think that Shakespeare will last?

It depends on the actors, doesn't it? If they give boring performances, then he
won't. He'll just go on living in the Folger Library and in a few museums.
Generations have been put off, first by being taught Shakespearc, then by sccing,
terrible performances. So when we go out there, we have a responsibility to make
the plays as available and as exciting as possible. The trend in many places these
days s o do full versions of the plays, as if the ncut script were sacrosanct. That's
ridiculous. The plays were always cut. One should always be at the service of
keeping the audience’s attention—which is what Trevor Nunn did with Macbeth, a
production that was severely cut, particularly in the second half. You need people
—ecorsand irctors—who o relly deicaed o ding Shakespeare and re
expert at it. Hence the importance of a company such as the RSC, which is
contiually doig e play, There arolots of paople n that organization who arc.
real showbiz people, which s very good. John Barton, for example,is often thought
of as the great academic director. He's not like that at all. If a play is having a bit
of a problem, he shoves some music in. I'm all for that.

But back o your question, I think that it is as hkr,ly that Shakespeare will stop
interesting people as that flowers will stop interesti “And evenif all other
plays become old-fashioned, even if the theatres et down, ther wil sl be

w are
s Sllives ok S )it g STaTespeass s s o
stil audiences who are willing to pay good money to sce him. We can't all be
wasting our time, We can't, over the four centuries since Shakespeare was born,
have all been fooling ourselves.
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upon-Avon, where some members of the audience come and sce the plays every
year, know them backwards—know them, at times, beter than the actors them-
Selves—there will still be a larger percentage of people in the theatre who don't
Krnow the sty ofthe play,nd it 0 them it  priaily pla 1 don'. play Lo he
critics nth Hamlet this scason and who are likely to
o oterescd i what T do s il et something that may illuminate 2 corner
of the play they haven't noticed before. No, my commitment is to the audience
who don't know anything about Hamlet at ll.
1f we know t0o much about the play because we have seen it before, we are not
likely tores story in the way wants us

at times in our productions of Shakespeare, even for an audience that hasn't
scen the play before, we are likely to want tostress certain things so that everyone’s
cyes will be directed toward it. So in case people expect Lady Macbeth to come
onto the stage’as the dyedin-the-wool villain, which | dmn think she is at the
beginning of the play, then
character's charm, her voice and costume implying that she is an ordinary, gentle
person until she cals up the spirits of evil o change her.

Lyt wipefrom my ovn mind te srong imprssions tatgreat performancs
of the parts have given me in the past, whether on film or on television or in the
{heatre and Ly togo back o the wordson he page. And with the cncouragement
of the director and the other actors and the designer, who may all have cnormous
experience with other productions of the play, I prefer that we say to ourselves,

production of this play going togive
it to. We are going 1o assume that they know nothing about the play and that
anything that we want to tell them we must make them sce through our words and
our actions on stage. There must be no sly references, there must be no licien
assumption, so that the sty can come through clarly and strongly. Once
story has been told wel, it then that we can talk about the complications, i
subtleties, and the difficulties we want to illuminate as well.

Ever since John Russell Brown’s call to *free Shakespeare,” there has been
debate about the role of the director. How do you feel about the relationship
‘between the director and the rest of the company?

A play is very difficult 10 organize, and it' just as well that there’s someone
there in a position of authority, whether i’ an actor-manager or a difotoe Butif
mly

belicve in that—that can be a good thing, and the result s a genuinely ey
enterprisc. In England, s ditinguished from America, where the pmd\loer is god,
ogzlher, ifa play i and mutiny.

how
pmdnclmn ot Statord Trtunsil) b ehasd i Tave unil e another
production to direct, and
the RSC has ever had. It i also not unusual in England for actors to form a
el 2

satisfactory arrangement.
My main point s that normally an actor doesn't work on his own. He is almost
alvayspart of utam,and tha cam, these days, s ikely 0 boled by a director |
am very happy to work within a group—and, of course, very happy to play the
Jeading part. But T am avars hat you canot Jead unes therear e pele
supporting you. When those two men climbed Everest, they were justat the tip of
{he ceberg. Thers was & huge production team behin them, and many suppariers
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0 raise money and provide techniques and materials for those two men who

enmulymmm-apammmx 2 good Shakespeare production, we

colecively infloence cach other. So that the Macberh that we precemied, o o

lbesugcalmov.hamumwnmdlhmmmuﬂyon television,

D0t just 1o me and Judi Dench, but 03 roupof pecple whoallowed us © doit tht
way.

Do Jou prefer working in small theatres such as The Other Place or the

w:u,ymndm 11
more, and more efectvely, n a small house. Isuppmeth.lllhcopumumnzena
hou

wkm)wvudlnamcm@mywpaylumlhmgmusnmo{
occasion, a mmmmwamwmm“ﬁmmm
pated. lmumsmmmmu.mmum be aural primarily rather
than visual. If you dont get the language, then you've os th heart of the nati
Doing Shakespeare ina stting like The Other Place is dificult. It's purist. It can
be wonderful. But I certainly wouldn't want to see Shakespeare done only under
thase sorts of studio conditions. It would get very tiring.

Most directors and actors are oppased to “museum Shakespeare™—and justi-
fablyso- And ye. many of us haveatteded a prodsction and found ourseves

that mlgﬂ
it ko
that was good »u,m have been m ik I i b et iforme 15 5
Ppossible—indeed, is it desi pour opinion—io have more frequent iner-

Change between there profestionaly o antur
e probably just an atitude, 't i, which coud encouraged
someone who straddles both duapluu.m]ohnhnxldnnlmnknsmug
use trying to put on a play and have a token academic in the corner during
whals:.kIlml;hlwwtllwwlddgpmdmpwpksvmmmlwumwhl
are just not interested in going beyond what they see in a
phymumumnnmmmmummmlmmdmmmmm
England, there has been a concern to understand Shakespeare from his own point
wlmmsm"ﬂmamunmnmnmy

People who saw your performances as Romeo and Macbeth in 1976 came away
vet that
what you accomplished was  way of reading out of the lines what was in them,
rather than imposing something from above. I that a distinction that makes
sense to you?
es, T think that Trevor Nunn, who dircted bth productins, s aboltely
remarkable, and mﬂhodi:)w:ysmmkcmewrymed\v:,nmngm
his actors that they must know exactly what the words mean in order o info
their emotions. Otherwise the play gets lost in a wash of language that docst
mnanﬂhnglmmbaTw/nTy;ngmAmmxmmlm“h

that that picce of beautiful poetry is ly concrete information for the actor
:ndmemmumdoymmdmmwsmmﬂﬂmclmdnmmdm



