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Do you make that sort of comparison Yourself? Do you ever sirive just o
do something differently?

1 try not to, I try not to. I try to have the same thoughts, feclings, and mental
and spiritual comment on the lines that I would if it were not Shakespeare.
Something happens when i s Shakespeare. Actors put on a voice. Actors put
on a way of standing. Okay, S0 you're in costume. You've got to learn how
o live tuithalcaiime, noy act that costume, i Shakespeare. Shakespoar’s
genius will sce you through, because he chose wonderful words and he put
them together wonderfully, and the sentences and the phrases are marvelous.
If you change a phrase, everybody’s sure that the rhythm is still there. It's
going to have a poetic quality to it anyway just because of the way he expressed
things.

When I was studying The Tempest, when I knew I was going to be doing it
six months laer and 1 was reading it, | was in Munich. [ was playing Adolf
Hitler on the television there. I was very immersed in Hitler then.
day I had The Tempest with me and I was reading the fifth act over S
again. Maybe it was because I was playing Hitler and I was in that sort of

10od anyway, a monstrous state of mind. But I thought whenever I'd seen The
Tempest, that Prospero’s usual character was like a kind of dry run for Lear.
‘The message was *You must carry on." But I thought, why should he be so
y age. What kind of journey does he go through

o
ands, and he oversees it all; but he doesn't actually
converse, not even with Miranda. And I looked through the play to find out if
there were ever any points where anything that anybody else said affected Pros-
pero. And they were very few and far between. Then I suddenly latched onto
Ariel in the beginning of the fifth act when he says, *'If you'd seen them, you
would have been moved by them.”” Prospero says “Do you think so, spirit?""
And that’s it, that’s the change, that’s the moment. Prospero didn’t know Ariel
was going to say that. What was he going to do with them had not Ariel said
that?
what's Prospero to do now? He releases them. Usually the release of them
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a benevolent forgiveness, 6 1t was a forgivelioss that-bad beon wrang oatiof
him because he wasn’t originally going to forgive them? So he changes his
mind. Ariel changes his mind. And from now on, what had been in his mind
certain—he knew what he was going to do—from now on he’s improvising.
He doceult uow what’s going to happe next, v he dossn’kaaw absoltely
how he’s going to
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atiesic ch:mmcrs of the other actors. So when Prospero says to Alonso, *“Let
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his former enemies haven’t changed. He knows his brother hasn’t changed. Hi
brother doesn’t say anything in the whole scene. So that lines like *“Every hird
thought shall be my grave’ are not Prospero’s way of saying *‘I'm 5o old that
when I get back, or I'll be so disoriented when I get back, or I'm going to die
s0on.” No. He’s saying, possibly, *'I don’t want to go back. Why go back to
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wrote *“ah."” And I would contend that one way of saying “‘ah’ is **Aahh.”

Isn’t it true? It's in the tex
Stick 10 your guns.

I will. T will

Because a few professors are now discovering that they can learn ar least
as much from watching an actor like you as they can from working in the

iorgoucn is that i

pcrfnrmnn:c it doesn

than a second, and it doesn’t matter. In the performance you said the word and
I understood the word, whether it was solid or sullied. It doesn’t matter in the
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a police state, after I've been away all these twelve years? There’s my brother,
obviously not repentant. Next time I'm going to give it a little more thought.
I'm going to be more wary when I get back. And I'm going to be watching
you, brother."” Instead of just being famous specches or a famous scene, then,
it became a situation. It became a journey; it became something that has o be

resolved by Prospero.

nd then one day we decided that it would be rather good if he's in the
od for Ariel to leave and he doesn’t see him go. So that when he calls t©

o
Aricl 10 free him, Ariel’s already gone.

Was that your idea, or did it just happen?

That happened one day because Mark Rylance wasn't around or something
And we just carricd on, and it kind of worked. And when Mark came back,

erless, he’s given it al

e
fow is by begaing the help of the audicnce (0 see that he gets back safely.

Do you often find that you make discoveries by serendipity like that, that

something just happens by accident and works?

Yes. I love trying to find out new meanings for the lines, meanings that are
attractive mentally to me, that are stimulating. So that it is never just the speech,
it is never just words. Like when I did Hamlet on stage, I did **To be or not
10 be’” not as a soliloquy, but as a speech to Ophelia. It wasn’t the gimmick
of an actor thinking **Oh, I've come to these speeches; now what can I do that
is new?"" I took it from the text, and I've argued this with several weighty
professors, and I make a reasonable case. Again, it has to depend on Ophelia;
she’s very important. Because what do the actors do if Hamlet is saying **To

be or not to be’” to her?

You played it that way in Elsinore, didn’t you?

Yes. And my reasons for it were purely textual. But there was one point in
The Tempest when—this is an extreme, this is absurd—I wanted to die, I wanted
10 die as Prospero. This was carly in the game, but I wanted to play him with
a brain tumor. And at various places during the play, you saw that there was

something wrong with the man’s head. It stemmed originally fror

Lihought ~Oh, am I too young for Prospera? Will they aceept 1™ Bat then
i ct

And yes, T thought then perhaps, yes, perhaps.

beginning to lose all these things. Perhaps something has gone wrong. Perhaps
he has overworked it. And at the end, *'Please, you draw near’ mesnt th
Ho s saying mot *“Come to my, oIS *“Can some-

was having a spasm
body help me? I'm going to

nd then my director said, *-Thats fine, but how do you de e = cgilogue”
o

1 said, well, you make it purely theatrical; you make it pescis
gets up off the floor, takes off his wig, and says *'Ladies = =

1 think that would work.
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No. But I felt very creative in Stratford during the 1982 season.

Is there something special about working in Stratford?

Yes, 1 think so, if you have aspirations to be & classical actor anyway, to
actually do Shakespeare in that setting is wonderful. It’s quite extraordinary,

actually.

What are the roles you haven't done that you would most like to do?

I'd like to do a Timon. I'd like to do a Scottish. I'd like to do a Richard
1

III. 'd like to g0 on stage with a Richard
1 thought your television Richard Il was wonderful.
Oh, I'm glad. That role I hadn’t done in the theatre, so perhaps it worked

better on television—because I had no preconceptions about it. It was for the
television. Hamlet I had done a lot in the theatre.

context of the whole because you were showing me your feelings, and I was
receiving your feelings; I was understanding your feelings, I was understanding
what you were saying.” So the great debate no longer applies. The great debate
only applies in the confines of a study, or a classroom, or a library. In the
theatre, the impact, the communication, is immediate.

1 understand that you visited the Folger a few weeks ago. If you had a chance
10 work near a library like that, would you find anything in it that would interest

Yes, 1 did that day. Several of the scripts there, prompt copics with actors
underlinings, showed you how Irving and Booth said some of the lincs. That
fascinated me, oh, yes. That I thought was wonderful.

‘here was one occasion, back in 1974, when I was giving a tour to Donald
Sinden and Elizabeth Spriggs. When we got down among the First Folios, she
wanted 1o hold a copy. so I put one in her hands. She then turned to Me:
Wives and told a story about having played Mistress Ford in Stratford in 1969.
She said that in the pre-rehearsal period she was having trouble getting into
the part and had just about given up. So one night she decided to give it o
Tast 2hiace. Sheisetiré& <ty ond "ummed one dgain to she scrivt of the ply
But once again she found that she was fighting it, just wasn't getting anything
out of the words ar all. But then suddenly she had the sensation of  presence
in the room. The sensation lasted about fifteen minutes, she said, and she was
persuaded that it was the ghost of Shakespeare. And after it was over, when
$he returned o the vext, ail of the words that had been Just ink on the paper
came alive o her. She went on to give what at least one critic described as
an inspired performance. And she said that ever since ther. whenever she's
done Shakespeare, she’s had the sense that Bill was sitting on her shoulder.

Oh, that's a marvelous story!

But you haven’t had that kind of experience?

1 gather you weren'’t allowed to do some things on television that you'd done
on stage.

1 felt a bit constrained in my soliloguy, yes; perhaps that showed. I'd like
to do Coriolanus.

Have you done Lear?

Oh, no. That's the big one. That I think will have to be another five, six
years. I'm not yet in my fifties.

What is the most satisfying role that you've had so far? What has brought
out the most in you?

Oh, 1 think Hamlet. I adored doing Hamlet. Adored it. I liked playing King
I think

Navarre in Love's Labor's Lost 100. But Hamlet.

Did you find that any of the treatment of revenge in Hamlet carried over to
your playing of Prospero before the abjuration speech?

No, because there was a good two-and-a-half years between the finishing of
the Hamlet and the taking up of Prospero. No, with the Prospero, as I say, it
inich. 1 suddenly thought, it's got o be harsh. I
being loving to everyone. I've got
2. 50 that it’s wrenched out of the

man, this forgivenes:
1 think you have to have that to have any dramatic tension.

1 think so. Otherwise it becomes just a poem, it's undramatic. What is Pros-
pero playing here? If he's just been playing nice guy, he's just dishing out
forgiveness. You've got to see what it's doing to the man to o this, having
done what he’s been doing all evening. There must be a payoff, there must be

“Interview

Derek Jacobi on
Shakespearean Acting
Perhaps I should begin by telling you that I think that in some ways you are

better at doing Shakespeare’s verse than any other actor I've heard. Would
ou be 5o kind as to talk a bit about how you approach it

1 try to make it as accessible, as understandable, as possible. With a lot of
marvelous actors, when they get to Shakespeare there’s a blockage somewhere.
Ty itcons lhings they'd neverdream of doing n a mode play. The art
of contemy Jall We say, o of any seking, 8 to make the wonds
appeit a5 though they fe. pluckea ot of the ir—as JF th

hint of the lines having been written down on a page. That is part of the actor’s
craft. But when actors who are very good at that come to Shakespeare, very.
often they forget all they've trained themselves to do, because they can never
forget the printed page. It's something to do with the fact that other actors have
been doing Shakespeare for 400 years, I think. And also, there have been so
many scholars who've said so many things about what it all means and how
it should all be said. I have a healthy disrespect for scholars’ punctuation, by
the way. By the removal of 2 comma or a full stop, or by the addition of the
word that begins the next sentence, a statement can mean other things. We
don’t actually know precisely what the punctuation was,

There’s that. And then there’s using every possible word that Shakespeare
gives you, including the “ah’s™ and “eh's"" and “ohs, which can often b
indications of somthing other than just the word “oh” o the word “ah or
the word “‘eh."” Also o make it—to breathe life into it as you would do, as
we're talking now—o say the lines and comment on them in the same way
that we speak now, so that it comes out as if it is your language, it is the way
you speak, whether you're Benedick or you're Prospero or whatever. They must
be the words you have chosen to say. You have to psych yourself out of the
fact that the words have been said many, many times before. People collect
the way they've been said; people collect performances. You have to forget
about that. That's one of the great troubles about doing classical work, because
you're always compared with whoever has done it before.

DEREK JACOBI was in Washington recently for the concluding performances of
the Royal Shakespearc Company’s touring productions of Cyrano de Berger
and Much Ado Abour Nothing. On 15 Februaty JOHN F. ANDREWS talked with
M. Jacobi before an evening performance atthe Kennedy Center. This inrview

on a transcript of that conversation.
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““My old brain is troubled.” Obviously it was an experiment I had to go
through because it was worrying me. But then, of course, you could also say
that anybody who can bring the dead back to life, as Prospéro says he can do,
must have a brain many, many, many thousands of years old. But the operative
word is *“troubled,"” not **old."* Of course, the brain was old; it’s got all that
(e T g R e b L D BB U
that it is an old brai

y
Dk et

answer your question, that approach to text—it's what makes playing
SRR

Do you i, afer a prodction opens, that you're st larring hinss ahout
it as you do

OlesAllthe s, Eaicalaslyimith such Adcnse fert s The eyt
Much Ado is not really so dense as that. But even with Much Ado, there are

Places ia (he tExkoiers e Tinchus iomis opens el AL B i gulling
scene, Benedick comes out of hiding, and it seems o me that the actor has his

full bent. *‘Love me? why, it must be requited.” If you get rid of that comma
after why and add a question mark—"Love me? Why? It must be requited”—
the audience laughs, it’s funny, it’s of the situation, it's what Benedick would
say. It upsets some people; it upsets some professors Also, when Beatrice gocs
out again in that scene, Benedick says *Aahh. . . . Well, there’s a professor
at Stratford who says that I'm acting like a stand-up comic here, making funny
noises to an audience. Yes, it is a funny noise, but Shakespeare wrote it. He
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an effect in the man. Okay, 5o he’s a duke; okay, o he’s a magician; okay,
o Tieial ey B hTs i human being, that man, that you want to
get to know. And he leaves it till very late, because he’s overlaid the forgiving.
Prospero with all the other personas. I think the ending is the perfect place to
show what goes on in Prospero as a man.

Back to the verse for just @ moment. You are one of the few actors I've seen
who manages both to get the sense, all the emotion, and at the same time retain
the meter. It doesn’t become prose on the one hand, and it's not sing-songy
on the other. Does that come natually with you, or do you have o hink about

it's been acquired. It comes through practice, through a great desie to
skl Stakespeare accessibl o an audicnce. I've sat in audiences and I've
played o an audience whom I have known are there in spic of themselves
e no realy understnding what you' s saying. They're looking, and they =

Ils(cmng but they’re not really with you. Not really. They're bored. The:
wouldn't say that they're bored. But they're not sharing, they're Spectatng,
seeing Shakespeare, watching Shakespeare. My am s always o i to discover
hare the play with them just as if it were a modern play. Get rid of
mm O s Shakespeare, I don't understand it. Shakespeare really bores
s just acquired by practice, I think, and by working with an audience

and working on the text,




