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SMALL–SCREEN SHAKESPEARE 

Additions 

Since I published this book two years ago, an awful lot of new stuff has become available. 

Here is my account of some of it, starting with an enlarged introduction. 

My thanks to Nicholas Stanton for his help. 

Abbreviations 

Addenbrooke: David Addenbrooke, The Royal Shakespeare Company: the 

 Peter Hall Years (William Kimber, 1974) 

Bassett: Kate Bassett, In Two Minds: A Biography of Jonathan Miller (Oberon, 2012) 

Beauman: Sally Beauman, The Royal Shakespeare Company: A History of Ten Decades (OUP, 1982) 

Brook: Peter Brook, The Quality of Mercy (Nick Hern Books, 2013) 

Dench I: John Miller, Judi Dench: with a Crack in her Voice (Orion, 1998) 

Dench II: Judi Dench and John Miller. Judi Dench: and furthermore (Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 2010) 

Kozintsev: Grigori Kozintsev, King Lear: the Space of Tragedy (Heinemann, 1977) 

Kustow: Michael Kustow, Peter Brook: a Biography (Bloomsbury, 2005) 

Jacobi: Derek Jacobi, As Luck Would Have It (HarperCollins, 2013) 

Olivier: Laurence Olivier, Confessions of an Actor (Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1982) 

Petherbridge: Edward Petherbridge, Slim Chances and Unscheduled 

  Appearances (Indepenpress Publishing, 2011) 

Righter: Anne Righter, Shakespeare and the Idea of the Play (Penguin, 1962). 

Willis: Willis, Susan. The BBC Shakespeare Plays: Making the Television Canon (Chapel Hill North Carolina, 

1991). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
“For all our good work, for all our discoveries, our insistence on continuity, for all our present audience response, and 

for all our earnestness, I do not think we have – yet – ensured a future for Shakespeare. We have not yet put that issue 

beyond doubt” – Trevor Nunn.1 

 
“There, shuffle off this mortal coil you ****” – Marine A, as he killed a Taleban prisoner, 2011. 

 

The English are the most philistine race on earth, cursed with Shakespeare, the greatest and most popular artist in 

any language or medium ever. An accidental illustration of this was provided in the 2012 Olympic Games opening 

ceremony, when the absence of one actor left no-one to say Caliban’s speech “The isle is full of noises”. This was 

the only Shakespearean moment in the whole mammoth show: it’s a quiet and sensitive passage, uttered by a 

wondering, half-human monster, the characteristically complex creation of a writer who hadn’t, actually, written 

anything at all suitable for the opening of a huge international sporting event.2 Owing to the sudden absence of 

the actor who’d been cast, it wasn’t said quietly by an actor as Caliban, but shouted at the top of his voice by Sir 

Kenneth Branagh, in the stovepipe hat of Isambard Kingdom Brunel – engineer, industrial designer, utilitarian, a 

man with little or no room in his library or life for poetry or plays. Thus what had been intended as a short, dutiful 

genuflection (“We’ve got to get bloody Shakespeare in somehow”) became an unintentional, but apt, travesty – 

seen by millions around the world. 

Faced with a choice between Cymbeline and Fifty Shades of Grey, you can bet without risk on how the English 

reader will choose. If it’s a question of whether to watch Patrick Stewart as Macbeth, or The X-Factor, your 

English TV audience can be relied on to get its priorities right.  

“We may be a small country”, says Hugh Grant, the Prime Minister in Love Actually, angered to have found 

the American President chatting up his favourite secretary: “but we’re a great one, too – the country of 

                                                           
1: Beauman p.354. 
2: “Tennis balls, my liege”; “Or tripped either, you base football-player”; “… bowled to death with turnips …”; “Dar’st thou 

now … / Leap in with me into this angry flood, and swim to yonder point?” “Yon crickets shall not hear it”; “… jumping o’er 

times”; “riding forth to air yourself”; “Nay, an you’ll get it, you shall get it by running”. 
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Shakespeare, Churchill, the Beatles, Sean Connery, and Harry Potter … David Beckham’s right foot … David 

Beckham’s left foot come to that …” His descent into a quagmire of indiscriminate bathos says it all. Shakespeare 

floats about in a soup of pseudo-icons, unexamined, undifferentiated, and unknown. 

Shakespeare is English to the core – he’s what makes England English – he’s central to our heritage, a vital 

part of our national identity, like the Church of England, the monarchy, and Bill Turnbull – without him the most 

important aspect of our art and culture would vanish. England without Shakespeare is unthinkable. When the new 

Stratford theatre opened in 1932, writes Sally Beauman, 

 
… the Prince of Wales [Edward VIII as he would briefly be], who had never been noted for his interest in the theatre, 

replied with an elegant address … ‘Shakespeare,’ he said, ‘was above all an Englishman’; he delighted in ‘all swift 

true things’, such as the galloping of horses, the skill and backbone of men-at-arms, and the quiet courage so often 

found in the simplest human heart.3 

 

 Such was the rhetoric then. Is it any better in 2013? I’d like to hear Mr Michael Gove explaining why 

Shakespeare is necessary – to see if he can improve on Prince Edward.4 

 The problem is that the rest of the world feels the same proprietoriality (except that a lot of them have read 

him). They deny the exclusivity of our right to him. One of the best stage productions reviewed in this book is 

from Peru, two of the best films are from Soviet Russia, and two more from Japan. Perhaps that’s why, behind 

our fluttering theatre programmes, we secretly hate him. He exports too readily. He’s a cosmopolitan whore. He’s 

anybody’s (as was proved at the Globe in 2012, when he was done in thirty-seven languages, including Signing).5 

He’s not at all like Gilbert and Sullivan. 

The English detestation of Shakespeare takes many forms. The first is obvious: kill him by teaching him in 

schools. Insist on his being a compulsory set text at G.C.S.E. and A Level, thus entrusting him, for generation 

after generation, to teachers who, being unable to read his works as plays, teach them (badly) as books. For every 

person who remembers being turned on to Shakespeare when “It provokes the desire, but takes away the 

performance” was explained, or “I would be loath to have you overflow with a honeybag”,6 there are nine who 

can’t even remember the name of their English teacher, let alone which Shakespeare play they were taught. The 

nearest I’ve ever come (in my adult life) to hitting someone, was when one of my children’s English teachers – 

responsible for her G.C.S.E. – said at Parents’ Evening, “I’ve always felt diffident about teaching Shakespeare”. 

He was Head of Department, too. 

The second form of covert detestation is, call Shakespeare “the Bard”. He wasn’t a bard, but who knows what 

a bard is anyway? The word keeps him invisible while pretending to genuflect. 

The third form is equally obvious: write academic books about him. The strange displacement-urge which 

comes over people, not to stage Shakespeare, but to write about him, has brought shelves to near-collapse in many 

a library. The academic study of Shakespeare as a writer of performance-texts is a phenomenon of the last twenty 

years, and there’s a huge swathe of writers and lecturers who have been left still high, dry and comfortable once 

its tsunami has come and gone. I was told recently by the English Faculty Head of a large university that they had 

just one Shakespeare specialist, and he concentrated on Shakespeare’s scatology – that is, his use of obscene and 

abusive language. Shakespeare for actors? No no, Shakespeare is for university intellectuals. There is a peculiar, 

solipsistic mind-set which says, “I don’t need other people to help me understand Shakespeare – my own reading, 

learning, and imagination are enough”. Such thinking concedes in a vague sort of way that actors, directors and 

designers may play their amusing games with him, but that, strictly speaking, they’re irrelevant: Shakespeare is 

a private, not a public, event. As an example: at a recent conference we were told that F.R.Leavis didn’t like 

Olivier, on the grounds that Olivier “imposed his voice and personality on the lines”. In the absence of any tapes 

of Leavis’s own rendition of “Once more unto the breach”, we should therefore, logically, abandon the theatre, 

and acting Shakespeare, altogether.7 There are still plenty of academics with the same attitude. Going to see a 

                                                           
3: Beauman p.118. The show was a seriously under-rehearsed Henry IV I; the Prince and his party left at the interval. 
4: Derek Jacobi relates how, in an emergency at Windsor Castle, no copy of Shakespeare could be found (Jacobi, p.256). 
5: “65% of countries have Shakespeare as a named author on their curriculum. Countries where Shakespeare is studied by the 

majority of students in secondary schools include: Australia, Azerbaijan, Canada, China, Czech Republic, Denmark, Hungary, 

India, Ireland, Italy, Kuwait, Philippines, Poland, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Sudan, Ukraine, USA, UK, Uzbekistan 

and Vietnam. Students around the world studying English at 16+ are highly likely to study Shakespeare in the original 

language”  

(http://www.rsc.org.uk/downloads/rsc_british_council_research_summary_2012.pdf) 
6: In the good old days of the Key Stage 3 Sats, I taught The Dream to a class of ambitious fourteen-year-old girls who were 

anxious to have every detail explained. I said what “I would be loath to have you overflow with a honeybag” meant, and they 

found it amusing that Bottom should think such a thing could happen to a fairy. Imagine their disappointment, on opening the 

Sats paper, keen to gloss this line, to find that that section had been cut. 
7: Peter Hall confirms this: “… he [Leavis] clearly hated the theatre” (Addenbrooke, p.26). Given the influence Leavis had on 

both Hall and Trevor Nunn, this is a paradox. Q.D.Leavis is reported to have admired Buster Keaton, “except that it was wrong 

to laugh at him”. 
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Shakespeare production is for them an act of condescension, done to be polite, curious to see what the actors will 

do next. Their Shakespeare is like the Chopin of Eliot’s Lady: 
 

‘So intimate, this Chopin, that I think his soul 

Should be resurrected only among friends 

Some two or three, who will not touch the bloom 

That is rubbed and questioned in the concert room.’8 

 

… the problem being that, the more Shakespeare is “rubbed and questioned”, the more he seems to radiate.  

The fourth form of showing your contempt for Shakespeare, and for anyone who wants, as Eliot’s Lady might, 

just to read him is – bring out a new edition!! Thus the old Cambridge Shakespeare gives way to the New 

Cambridge Shakespeare, the Old Arden to the New Arden and in turn to yet another Arden, the old Penguin (the 

cheap one with the floppy white covers) gives way first to the New Penguin (the one with the smart pictures on 

the cover), which in turn gives way to the very latest Penguin, which comes with a recommendation from the 

RSC, and is edited by Jonathan Bate, and so must, at last, be definitive and unsurpassable! 

Still more definitive and unsurpassable, however, is the single-volume Oxford Complete Works, which re-

names Falstaff “Oldcastle” in emulation of King Canute, and which uses doubtful evidence9 to show that parts of 

Macbeth, Timon, and Measure for Measure aren’t by Shakespeare at all.  

This non-stop exploitation of the public’s gullibility is, at least, transparent: I’ll confess that if I want to check 

a quotation, I go to my one-volume Alexander edition of 1952, even though it’s in an advanced state of 

disintegration.  

The fifth form of showing hatred is more subtle, and most treacherous: put his plays on, but reverentially. 

Several of the productions reviewed in this book (which is only now and then about Shakespeare, but is mainly 

about recorded performances of Shakespeare), seem motivated by a secret contempt, a covert rejection of what 

the script means in favour of something smug: that is, something English. This is especially true of many 

productions in the biggest institutional attempt ever at televising his complete works, the BBC TV Shakespeare 

of the seventies and eighties.10 

The sixth way – the latest, cutting-edge, twenty-first century way – is to put his plays on badly, so that no-one 

will ever want to watch them again. This is seen at its most blatant in Peter Brook’s charred-cadaver-Hamlet (see 

Hamlet chapter); but is palpable, too, in the decision made by Sir Richard Eyre in the 2012 BBC series The Hollow 

Crown, (see Henry IV I chapter) to deprive Falstaff of all his comical dimensions, lest we should laugh with him, 

and start to see the world through his jokes (“Lord, lord, how this world is given to lying!”). The approach isn’t 

that new: the BBC TV Shakespeare contains a few productions (Romeo and Juliet, The Taming of the Shrew) 

which are so bad that hostility to Shakespeare is the only motive one can infer in the decision to broadcast them.11 

I’ve sometimes thought, preparing this book, that the very act of putting Shakespeare on television is a death-

dealing error in itself, because it deprives him of what makes him work – an audience. We make allowances for 

films, because we know they’re made out of sequence in different locations and studios, and then edited together 

with great labour: but we’re so accustomed to hearing laughter on our TV comedy programmes that when we see 

a scene of Shakespearean comedy, done in a TV studio, which we know from our theatre experience to be hilarious 

– and there’s no laughter – we feel a big void. Hence the huge difference when the play is recorded live: see for 

the best examples James Earl Jones’s King Lear, Roger Allam’s Falstaff, or Hume Cronyn’s Polonius in the 

Richard Burton Hamlet, all below. For Shakespeare, as for most real dramatists, the audience is a designed-in 

factor. 

Drama is a social event. Without an audience it’s not itself, and Shakespeare tailors his plays for an audience. 

This is the huge advantage the Globe Theatre DVDs possess – to watch a 2010 Globe production straight after a 

1980s BBC TV Shakespeare production of the same text is to give oneself an immense lesson. 

Shakespeare was in addition, after all, a bit of a dangerous leftie – something of a leveller. Where does 

someone say … 
 

Through tatter’d clothes small vices do appear; 

Robes and furr’d gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold, 

                                                           
8: T.S.Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (Faber 1963), p.18. 
9: For the doubtfulness, see M.X.Dahl, Shakespeare, Middleton and Macbeth: A Re-Analysis in International Conference: 

‘Language, Culture and Society in Russian / English Studies’, London 2010, pp.127-37. 
10: For an excellent account of part of this series, see Bassett pp.229-36 and 387-9: “Time-Life and their corporate backers had 

insisted on ‘classical interpretations’ which could be sold as a definitive video collection and, supposedly, never age. The 

contract therefore stipulated that every play must be done in traditional cotume, with no monkey tricks” (p.229). 
11: Bassett (p.236) quotes Michael Bogdanov as claiming that “the shelves of TV companies worldwide remain stacked with 

the tapes [of the BBC TV Shakespeare], pre-bought, not broadcast”; and yet, Bassett writes, “by 1983 it had been seen by 

millions of viewers across 37 countries”. I remember turning on the TV late at night in a Prague hotel room in 2000, to find 

Helen Mirren and Angharad Rees as Rosalind and Celia in the BBC TV As You Like It, dubbed into Czech. 
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And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks: 

Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does pierce it. 

 

And doesn’t someone else talk about … 
 

… man, proud man, 

Drest in a little brief authority, 

Most ignorant of what he’s most assured, 

His glassy essence, like an angry ape, 

Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven 

As make the angels weep … 

 

… whatever that may mean? In so far as the English flourish on lies and humbug, and Shakespeare is the 

enemy of lies and humbug (“Out on thee, seeming! I will write against it!”), the two would seem to be natural 

enemies. People think of him as a patriot because of Henry V, and quote John of Gaunt (“this demi-paradise”), 

while ignoring Gaunt’s conclusion: 
 

This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land, 

Dear for her reputation through the world, 

Is now leased out, I die pronouncing it, 

Like to a tenement or pelting farm: 

England, bound in with the triumphant sea 

Whose rocky shore beats back the envious siege 

Of watery Neptune, is now bound in with shame, 

With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds: 

That England, that was wont to conquer others, 

Hath made a shameful conquest of itself. 

 

No hope for our out-sourcing establishment in these words. 

A lot of Shakespeare’s speeches are a bit long, too – as we see here. Untrustworthy in our culture of ratings-

panic, dumbing-down, sound-bites, and channel-hopping. 

And yet, despite, or even because of, these horrid facts, a tiny minority take perverse pleasure in putting 

Shakespeare’s plays on, or in going to see his plays when they’re put on. 

This book is for that tiny minority. 

The obvious objection to it is that whereas I praise Shakespeare as a public event, watching his plays on DVD 

or YouTube is only public if someone else is there in the front room with you. A number of points answer. Firstly, 

if you do need to see The Two Gentlemen of Verona or Pericles (to name but two), they come around in the theatre 

so rarely that a DVD is the only way you have by which to see them. Secondly and much more important: nothing 

is more unpleasant than returning home from a theatre event – especially if it’s Shakespeare – where you’ve hated 

the production, have wasted your money, and have left before the end. Once this has happened four or five times, 

the urge to go and see the latest, talked-about Shakespeare gets easier and easier to resist. 

Shows I Have Walked Out Of include the following. 1) Terry Hands’ RSC Coriolanus, with Alan Howard: I 

watched with greater and greater coldness, and noticed, downstage O.P. in his confrontation with the plebs, a light 

trestle table. It was at once clear to me that he was going to pick it up and throw it at them on the line “I banish 

you!” If I was right, I thought, the show wasn’t working, and I was leaving.12 He did, and I left. 2) Trevor Nunn’s 

second RSC King Lear, with Donald Sinden: I’d been in his first Lear, and saw he was just reproducing it, move 

for move, but with different designs. “In a minute,” I thought, “someone’s coming on from down there, and say 

‘News, Madam – the British powers are marching hitherward!’” Sure enough, someone did. This show again held 

no magic: I couldn’t suspend my disbelief, and was just watching them do it. A discreet exit, and an earlier train 

home, was the only solution.13 3) Sam Mendes’ Old Vic Winter’s Tale: it’s horrible to watch someone killing a 

part which you know by heart, and this was the case with Simon Russell Beale’s Leontes, where he was unable 

to inhabit the role, and was trying to give a kind of walking lecture on it. My partly-conscious need to empathise 

with him was being thwarted with every word, and by Act Three I was feeling faint and sick. As soon as I hit the 

Waterloo Road, I felt better.14 

                                                           
12: Sally Beauman disagrees: “… a deeply disturbing production of concentrated poetic power, which throughout resolutely 

refused to reduce complexities to simplistics” (Beauman, pp.342-3). 
13: Again, Sally Beauman would disagree: “… a strong attempt at Lear, in which Sinden gave an acclaimed performance” 

(Beauman, p.332). 
14: Someone whose judgement I trust had the same experience with Russell Beale’s Hamlet, and someone else with his Timon, 

both at the National. I’d already had it with his Macbeth at the Almeida, but the absence of an interval and the fact that I was 

in the middle of a row made it harder to walk out. I was reliably told that my need to quit Mendes’ Winter’s Tale had spared 

me the ordeal of Ethan Hawke’s Autolycus. 
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Shows out of which I would have walked, but couldn’t because I was in charge of a school party, include 

Peter Hall’s Macbeth at the National with Albert Finney, and Peter Brook’s RSC Antony and Cleopatra with Alan 

Howard and Glenda Jackson.15 This book finishes with a part-review of another, very famous production, which 

I was also unable to sit through. 

The problem doesn’t exist with DVDs, which you can pause, fast-forward, or turn off and eject – a privilege 

of which, however, I’ve only availed myself once while writing this book. 

Nothing’s more pleasant, contrariwise, than watching, in the theatre, a Shakespeare where you know from the 

start that you’re in safe hands. Shows I have seen twice include John Barton’s Dream, with Patrick Stewart and 

Marjorie Bland, a production so beautiful that you didn’t want to leave the wood. It was infinitely superior to the 

version by Peter Brook a couple of years before16 – which I also saw twice, trying without success to work out 

why everybody was raving about it.17 I also went twice to Barton’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, with Michael 

Pennington and Jane Lapotaire; to Michael Bogdanov’s Shrew, with Jonathan Pryce and Paola Dionisotti; and to 

Nicholas Hytner’s Henry IV I and II, with Matthew MacFadyen and Michael Gambon. 

It may be thought unfair to hold actors and directors to account for things they did up to half a century ago 

(over a century ago, in the case of some of the silent movies mentioned): but the results of their up-to-fifty-years-

ago decisions are still to be seen, in the numerous DVDs currently on the market. Their work exists in a 

continuous, irredeemable present. One can, in one’s front room, have Frank Pettingell’s 1960 Falstaff and Simon 

Russell Beale’s 2012 Falstaff playing simultaneously, and by judicious use of the pause-buttons, compare the 

two. 

I’ve tried to write in normal, not academic, English. Academics often seem to inhabit their own wonderful 

world, writing books for one another in their own special language, a language which avoids the demotic with 

horror, “trembling lest it grow impure”: 
 

This analysis offers a way of recognizing our particular, temporary engagement with the characters of Shakespeare’s 

history plays, as the narrative of political power takes up specific protagonists and discards them. Unlike the more 

characterological trajectory of the genres of comedies and tragedies which depend on a consistent personnel and a developed 

sense of engagement with their narratives, therefore, history plays are already significantly serialized in the segmented 

forms of identification they mobilize. By offering us provisional, serial identification with a changing cast of characters, 

Shakespeare’s history plays engage their audience through a dynamic articulated as a temporal, rather than an 

intersubjectve, relation. They are already prototypically televisual.18 

 

I’ve tried to write without this, the jargon of pseudo-objectivity. Anyone who says they’re reacting objectively 

to Shakespeare isn’t reacting to him. There’s no depth to which academics won’t sink in their post-modernist 

attempts to explain the inexplicable, and to excuse the inexcusable: 

 
Edzard’s As You Like It may be seen as a moderate response to what Baudrillard calls ‘the emancipation of the sign: 

released from any “archaic” obligation it might have to designate something, the sign is at last free for a structural or 

combinatory play that succeeds the previous role of determinate equivalence’. In Edzard’s film, the lack of a fixed 

relationship to Shakespeare’s pastoral liberates the play from any ‘archaic’ indebtedness.19 

 

What she means is, the film is meaningless (see As You chapter); but she phrases it to make it sound as if that’s 

a good thing. The spectacle of academics weaving words, not to enlighten us, but to dazzle one another, gets a bit 

sad after a few chapters. 

I know the word “actress” is taboo, on the grounds that one never says “doctress”, but sometimes you have to 

make the distinction, and “female actor” is even more insulting. 

I’ve also tried to keep a just balance in the question of Our American Cousins: while I may sneer sometimes 

at the question of the relationships between American puritanism and / or salaciousness and corporate funding, I 

hope my admiration for the American tradition of acting Shakespeare – seen in, for example, the Lear and Much 

Ado chapters – is clear also. The pity is that so few examples of this tradition are on DVD. It may be that 

Americans are too much in awe of the Laurence Oliviers and Kenneth Branaghs to value their own work in 

Shakespeare. What would one not give for a DVD of Meryl Streep and Raul Julia in The Taming of the Shrew? 

                                                           
15: Sally Beauman agrees: “[the Brook Antony] never totally succeeded in taking fire” (Beauman, p.344). 
16: No Stratford director dared approach The Dream after Brook’s, until Barton. See Michael L. Greenwald, Directions by 

Indirections (Delaware 1985), pp.181-5. 
17: I’m not alone. See Petherbridge: “… my opinion of that hallowed production is a heretical one” (Petherbridge, p.298). A 

very sketchy account of how this production was engendered will be found at Brook, pp.75-85. On p.78, “Glynne Edwards” 

should read “Glynne Lewis”. The mistake is from Wikipedia. 
18: Emma Smith, Shakespeare serialized: An Age of Kings, in Robert Shaughnessy (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 

Shakespeare and Popular Culture (CUP 2007), p.142. 
19: Amelia Mariette at Thornton Burnett, Mark, and Ramona Wray (eds.) Shakespeare, film, fin de siècle; foreword by Peter 

Holland (Macmillan, 2000), p.77. 
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Or of James Earl Jones as Othello, with Christopher Plummer as Iago and Dianne Wiest as Desdemona, directed 

by Zoe Caldwell? 

A note on YouTube: there are more Shakespeare gobbets floating around on YouTube than one has thoughts 

to put them in, imagination to give them shape, or time to act them in. What I include was there in ****, but the 

number may have shrunk or expanded by the time the book is published. Several excellent productions, the 

amazing Peruvian King Lear in the ruined theatre, for instance, only appear on YouTube. Other productions – 

like the James Earl Jones King Lear in Central Park – which were once on DVD, were then on YouTube, and 

seem  now unavailable: and there are numerous others, such as Chimes at Midnight, which I’ve written about 

from DVDs, which are now on YouTube, albeit in frustrating fragments. 

For more and still more Shakespeares, in so many styles and languages that the mind boggles, try 

globalshakespeares.mit.edu: though I find reproduction on this site varies.20 The National Video Archive at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum has numerous recordings of recent Shakespeare productions, which can, however, 

only be viewed at the V and A.21 

Digitally-downloaded Shakespeare remains in its infancy. 

 

The Two Gentlemen of Verona: Simon Godwin / Robin Lough (2015) 

 
An excellent, live, modern-dress RSC production to complement the 1983 item. The girls outrank the 

boys by a fraction – you’ve never seen anything quite as dazzling as Sarah Macrae (check out her dance 

number; she’s Silvia) until you’ve seen Pearl Chanda’s bare legs (she’s Julia) – to judge from the fixated 

stare of one gentleman in the front row, they’re even better live than recorded. 

 Casting a man as Speed instead of a piping treble loses some contrast, and some of the Spreed / 

Launce dialogues weigh heavily – but Crab is the best-ever – he even whines and barks to cue. 

 The rope ladder scene is funnier in the 1983 version, but a major hit is Who is Silvia?, done by 

Turio as a boorish rock number (though what rock number isn’t boorish?) 
 Violence erupts in Act V, when Valentine draws an automatic and threatens Proteus with it, assisted by 

Silvia, who also draws a knife on him; but “All that was mine in Silvia I give thee” is thrown away quietly, as if 

an unnoticed irrelevance. 

 When I played Sir Eglamour I played him as the exhumed corpse of W.G.Grace, with green mould all over 

my knee-pads. Here they seem to play him as Islamic, which isn’t so funny. 
 

The Taming of the Shrew: Toby Frow / Ross MacGibbon (2013) 

 
This Globe production puts all the rest to shame. It has faith in the text, and plays more of it than anyone except 

Miller (who is obliged to play a complete one); it knows it’s a farcical comedy, and isn’t scared of playing coarse 

business straight to the audience; plus, it has an audience, which none of the others do – an audience which is 

determined to have a good time, and does. With these simple aids, if all you know are the above, the play is made 

unrecognisable. 

 It starts with Christopher Sly seen pissed out of his mind in the street outside the theatre, infiltrating the 

auditorium, having altercations with ushers and stage management, “urinating” on the front row – and collapsing 

dead drunk on stage.22 The audience’s awed silence when the same actor (Simon Paisely Day) metamorphoses 

from the incoherent Sly to the superbly-articulating Petruchio can be cut with a knife, they find it so hard to 

connect the two. 

 The show capitalises fully on the Kate / Bianca relationship by having Kate short and dark and Bianca tall 

and blonde, so that you have, in addition to the standard sibling rivalry, a kind of Hermia / Helena antagonism. 

Bianca’s two-facedness is well done: just as the two girls are strangling each other, Baptista enters, and Bianca’s 

snarl turns into a wail. Bianca (Sarah Macrae), as is right, has almost as strong a presence as Kate – the only 

Bianca to do so. 

 The long pause as Petruchio and Kate stare at each other on first meeting establishes – what no other 

version does – the vital intuition that they fancy one another instantly. Without this bedrock subtext, as we’ve 

seen, the play doesn’t work – becomes, indeed, sick. The wooing scene is extremely well choreographed and 

timed: he gets one laugh on “What, with my tongue in your tail?” and, immediately, another on “… nay, come 

again, Good Kate; I am a gentleman”, as if the dirty joke had been hers, not his. 

                                                           
20: This site offers (January 2013), trailers for The King’s Speech and Tombstone. 
21: For the contents, see Shakespeare and the National Video Archive, in Malcolm, Gabrielle and Kelli Marshall (eds.) Locating 

Shakespeare in the Twenty-First Century (CSP, 2012), pp.59-61. 
22: In Michael Bogdanov’s 1979 RSC production, Jonathan Pryce’s drunken, menacing Sly was chased on to the stage by an 

usherette (Paola Dionisotti), and wrecked the set: they then became Petruchio and Kate. The Globe borrows half this idea, 

Kate having no part in the introductory business. 
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 You’d never guess from any of the other versions that Biondello’s speech about the horse would get a 

huge round of applause, as it does here. Even the Pedant’s “speech of introduction” to Baptista, which the man 

has (just) learned by heart, gets a round. 

 Petruchio turns up at the wedding with a saucepan on his head, and strips down to a jockstrap – a protruding 

jockstrap, moreover: no-one’s ever gone this far before. It’s Grumio, not Petruchio, who carries Kate (Samantha 

Spiro) off: his master takes over the coconut shells with which, Monty-Pythonwise,23 he’s been pretending they’re 

on horseback. Grumio (Pearce Quigley) is very funny, cool and camp: a new way of playing him. Each time 

Petruchio says his father’s dead, Grumio kicks over a bucket. This, like all the best farcical business, takes on a 

life of its own, until Grumio pretends he doesn’t know what’s making the noise. 

 The second half is introduced by a very dirty (unShakespearean) song sung by Petruchio’s servants, setting 

up the idea that Petruchio and Kate will soon be bonking – an expectation thwarted when, after he’s lugged her 

to bed, we hear her offstage crying “Yes!” and him “No!” – this is his “sermon of continency”, the culminating 

point of his “taming”. 

 The moment in Act Four (the line “I say it is the moon”) when she finally realises what we’ve seen from 

the outset – that she loves him – is underlined by still music, so that we get the point: that his stratagems have 

worked, and that she’s glad they have. 

 The usual Globe Theatre merry dance with which the evening ends is more than well-earned. This is the 

only Taming of the Shrew to have in your collection. It’s the only one that’s really funny, and the only one that 

makes sense. 

 

There was once a Peter Dews Shrew from Stratford Ontario, which looked good. But I didn’t have time to see it 

before it disappeared. 

 

Henry VI Part II: (Adonis Filipi, 2012) 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QvrvJHpcoqE 

 

This is a production from the National Theatre of Albania. It’s the stage show done in a TV studio, all shot from 

out front and with no attempt at historical realism in either setting or costume. Every now and then illuminated 

scooters go round and round the centrally-placed throne: now and then the large suspended crown descends to 

floor level, as in Lady Gloucester’s phoney seance. A clarinettist sometimes accompanies. It’s all quite static. 

Acting is smooth, professional and undercharacterised, though the actors seem well-into the idea of ambition, 

rivalry and malice in high places. 

 The death of Duke Humphrey is got out of the way much too quickly. Other cruel cuts are Margaret 

mourning for Suffolk (it’s not even clear that they’re lovers), and Jack Cade’s death. We only see the first scene 

between master and man, and Saunders Simpcox goes completely. 

 The thing comes to life when York, in his soliloquy, introduces the idea of Cade to us: at last someone is 

enjoying himself. Cade himself is jolly enough, but his followers are few in number, and look as if they’ve been 

costumed from leftovers. Cade chuckles too much: these scenes – which always go down a treat in England, the 

land of creative anarchy – the land of Banksy – seem not to resonate in Albania. For some reason I expected 

Albanian rioters to be more enthusiastically threatenng than this – the actors playing this mob are slumming. 

Perhaps, I thought for one moment, they associate Cade’s anti-literacy, and anti-civilisation in general, with the 

bad old days of Enver Hoxha. 

 Wondering what’s missing, we finally work out that we haven’t seen anybody killed – not Suffolk, not 

Cade, not even the poor old Clerk of Chatham. And what’s Shakespeare, without murder and dead bodies? 

 This is Shakespeare sanitised for Albanian consumption. 

 

Richard II: Gregory Doran / Robin Lough (2014) 

If you have any of the other Richard IIs, you don’t really need this one. The setting (it’s done entirely on stage at 

Stratford) is a bit more dignified than Doran’s breeze-block-jammed-escalator-and-gents-loo Julius Caesar, but 

the acting, in part because it’s a theatre, is loud (too loud sometimes) and unsubtle. The Bolingbroke is ordinary 

– see the way he throws away his reaction to the news of Mowbray’s death. The York is so fussy and unfocussed 

that we long for Charles Gray or David Suchet; and even the by now white-haired Michael Pennington, himself 

a çi-devant Richard succumbs to the prevailing mood, and can’t keep still. 

 Doran sets the first scene around the coffin of the Duke of Gloucester, with his Duchess (the by now grey-

haired Jane Lapotaire) kneeling over it. The play hints at Richard’s own part in Gloucester’s death, but this 

production will have none of that. As Richard, David Tennant is very tall, but beyond that quality is unable to 

                                                           
23: See also Branagh’s Much Ado. 
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make us forget any of his predecessors. A small homoerotic moment with Aumerle is his one original contribution. 

The Welsh Coast scene, in addition, has him crawling around on his hands and knees far too much – with his 

back or rather his bottom to camera – in long shot. The overuse of long and medium shots, and non-stop 

movement, when we long for close-ups and stillness, is a huge drawback throughout. 

 The second half improves. 

 The Deposition Scene is several cuts above the rest, with Tennant’s white-robed, long-haired, barefoot 

King making it seem a dry-run for Hermione’s trial in The Winter’s Tale. Tennant gets a good laugh on “Say that 

again”, and we notice that Bolingbroke crushes the (unbroken) mirror under his heel as he exits. 

 Doran’s real coup de theâtre comes near the end, when it’s the tender-hearted Aumerle, not Piers of Exton, 

who gives Richard his mortal thrust. 

 

 

Henry IV Parts I and II: Gregory Doran and Henry IV Parts I and 2 condensed: Josef Kot 

 
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?tab=wm#inbox/14bd166457c64817?projector=1 

 
What a contrast. Both live shows, with audience reaction; the British version so badly under-cast that you don’t 

notice some of the lead actors, the Czech version so uniformly well-cast that although you may query some of the 

interpretations, you can’t deny the power and commitment of the performances. The Czech Hotspur is without 

humour or charm, but has a strong presence; the British Hotspur seems a clown with a limp. The Czech King 

Henry oozes authority and guilt; I’ve never seen a leading actor with so feeble a presence as the British King 

Henry. The Czech Hal seems a bit of a yobbo, but you see what they’re trying for; the British Hal has the air of 

an understudy. The Czech Falstaff is a natural; the British Falstaff is giving a character performance. 

 It’s unfortunate that, to get it into a single evening, the Czech show cuts all of Gloucestershire. 

 But you never saw a Rejection done with such physical passion as the  Czech Hal gives the Czech Falstaff. 

 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Dominic Dromgoole / Robin Lough (2014) 

 
An energetic, violent Dream, with Oberon doubling Theseus, Titania doubling Hippolyta, and a Bottom who 

speaks an awful lot more than is set down for him. Oberon distinguishes himself from Theseus by having an Irish 

accent, but Titania, the fairies, Puck, and Hippolyta all speak English – a pro-Celtic interpretation is thus thrown 

away. 

 Oberon is macho, brutal (very well-muscled), and not at all mysterious. He and Titania yell and snarl at 

one another, as do their parallel mortals. We don’t anticipate either celestial or earthly harmony being very easily 

achieved. Oberon and Puck (they overlook a lot of the action swinging from ropes) seem much better-bonded 

physically than do Oberon and Titania. Puck has a semi-chanted delivery which he drops – to our relief – for his 

very last speech. 

 The mechanicals are clog dancers; Bottom, rather than say just “Peter Quince …” says “Peter (is it Peter? 

– yup) – Peter Quince …” and similar ad lib embroideries characterise many of his speeches. Still, he’s very 

funny. By the time they get to Pyramus and Thisbe his non-stop improvising around the text has become annoying; 

but at least they don’t fall into today’s common trap (see above items) of taking some of the silly speeches 

seriously. 

 The mystery broached above – do fairies have sex? – is answered with a resounding affirmative. Bottom’s 

preparatory miming on “Tie up my love’s tongue” leaves us in no doubt as to what’s in store for him. A six-year-

old acquaintance of mine, brought up on Helen Mirren and Brian Glover, was hard-pressed to know what was 

going on at this point. 

 The lovers follow screen tradition by getting less clothed and much dirtier as their misunderstandngs 

increase. They tie themselves into a very expressive knot near the end of the long quarrel scene. 

 As always with Globe productions the audience – missing from every item above – brings in a whole new 

and necessary dimension. 

 

Romeo and Juliet: Carlo Carlei (2013) 

I’ve been going to the pictures since 1947 (sic), but have had to wait until 2013 before watching a film in an 

otherwise empty auditorium. I couldn’t help wondering, “If nobody’s there, do they still run the film?” When, 

five minutes in, I wondered, “If I leave now, will they turn the film off to save power?” Sure enough, about half 

an hour in, someone quickly opened the door as if to check, saw I was still there, and as quickly left. 

 This is the worst Romeo film since Renato Castellani’s, but for different reasons, for Julian Fellowes (now 

Lord Fellowes) has rewritten the script from start to finish, out-Bartonning John Barton. When the New English 
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Bible came out, Private Eye offered, as a parallel, the New English Shakespeare, in which the scholars had 

discovered, for example, that there existed no precious stones which floated, and so redid John of Gaunt’s line as 

“This precious piece of wood, painted to resemble a precious stone, set in a silver-coloured sea”. Fellowes hasn’t 

gone quite so far as that: a lot of Queen Mab is there intact, most of “If I profane …”, and most of the Balcony 

Scene. For the rest, nearly every line has one Shakespearean monosyllable from the 1590s, replaced by a 

Fellowsian monosyllable from the 2010s, meaning exactly the same thing. “Thou” is sometimes changed to 

“you”, “hath” to “have”, sometimes not. Not only is much cut, but several scenes are invented, including some 

lines for Rosaline at the ball, a scene between Juliet and Tybalt (who, in the play, never meet), a couple of scenes 

between the Capulets, and Friar John having to stay at the infected house – this last is from Castellani. The film 

starts with a tilting match between Mercutio and Tybalt, which Tybalt loses gracelessly, spitting in the direction 

of the Capulets, thus establishing Mercutio as a Capulet – which he isn’t, he’s a kinsman of the Prince. 

 Capulet is Damian Lewis, his world-famous carrot-top disguised with an ugly brown pudding-basin. The 

problem is that the pudding-basin doesn’t work, and we still see him as Brody from Homeland. Seeing him as 

Brody from Homeland makes us expect Claire Danes to be in the next shot, and thinking of Claire Danes brings 

the Baz Luhrman movie back, by which standard this Romeo sinks without trace. The Romeo is handsome but 

dull, and the Juliet … well, nowhere near as expressive as Claire Danes, and nowhere near as beautiful as Olivia 

Hussey: added to which, her diction is fluffy, and you can’t always work out what she just said. We notice that, 

unlike Olivia Hussey, she doesn’t take off her under-shift for the wedding night. 

 Mercutio and the Nurse are deprived of their comical dimensions, and there’s no particular intensity in 

Mercutio’s friendship with Romeo. Friar Lawrence is still in the tomb, arguing with the watch, when Juliet kills 

herself: he doesn’t leave her in the lurch. As he does this, small movements from Juliet’s eyelashes and fingertips 

– as Romeo drinks the poison – show that they’ve been watching Baz Luhrman as well as Castellani. 

 Mercutio is deprived of his “open-arse” line, and Juliet of her “Nor any other part …” line: Shakespeare 

has been sanitised, and by a member of the House of Lords. 

 Art direction is superb, photography as good – wait for the shot in which Romeo and Benvolio gallop 

round Verona’s walls under a full moon. 

 Otherwise, a cock-up. It almost makes you long for Leslie Howard and Norma Shearer. 

The Merchant of Venice: Cedric Messina (1972) 
 

This show is from the good old days of Play of the Month, when the BBC did real plays – old ones, classics, Ibsen 

and suchlike – on a four-weekly basis: a habit they discarded, I guess, because so few people watched them. 

 This Merchant is exsquisitely designed (costumes: Juanita Waterson), beautifully lit, and on the DVD 

has definition of such quality that one almost stays awake in admiration of the detail. But it’s directed by Cedric 

Messina in such a way that no-one’s going to be upset by it. Messina’s lack of urgency has communicated itself 

to the cast, who are doing their professional thing throughout, and, with the exception of Christopher Gable – a 

bearded Christopher Gable, looking about seventeen despite his beard – all seem detached and bored. Maggie 

Smith (Portia) and Frank Finlay (Shylock) are walking through it. Another exception is Edward Petherbridge, 

who, as Lorenzo, appears to care about what’s happening. 

 Morocco is played straight, and as an Arab: hard not to believe that Jonathan Miller watched this version, 

and determined to take Morocco a lot further. John Moffatt, an excellent comic actor, seems to want to play 

Aragon for laughs, but to be held back, by Messina’s dead hand. This unusual suspicion – that the director, so far 

from being an enabler, is here a suppressor – is seen also in the big Tubal scene, where Finlay does little more 

than say his lines. 

 That they haven’t got the point at all is shown in III ii, when Portia, not Bassanio, reads Antonio’s letter. 

It should be the way Portia interprets Bassanio’s face and tone as he reads Antonio’s words which really alert her 

to the threat Antonio poses, and makes her determined to neutralise him by defeating Shylock. But by this point 

you’re too bored to bother. 

 Things improve in Acts IV and V, in Act IV because of a certain genius on Shakespeare’s part, and in 

Act V because Maggie Smith’s skill in irony and jape – kept under wraps hitherto – can of course be let loose at 

last, in the business of the rings. But it’s been a long wait. 

 Cedric Messina initiated the BBC TV Shakespeare (for which see elsewhere), but was relieved of its 

helm after two years: its Merchant, with Warren Mitchell, is twice as good as this one. 

 

Twelfth Night: O. Tabakov / V. Khratov / V. Yorkin (Russian television, 1978) 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZgnZ0dMaPc&index=1&list=PLCdW8X_nguEAEyXkPc5X6lO7MjeaPIh

Th 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S5mkOtWdtk0&list=PLCdW8X_nguEAEyXkPc5X6lO7MjeaPIhTh 

 
This is the worst-designed and the best-acted Twelfth Night you’ll ever see. Parts of the action move around a 

weird, revolving space-age device which has been unevenly coated with tin-foil and sprayed bronze. Everyone 

wears very bad wigs, apart from Viola-as-Viola – who seems to wear her own hair – and Viola-as-Cesario, whose 

pudding-basin hairpiece is convincing.24 Sir Andrew’s wig is so bad that you think maybe it’s supposed to be a 

wig. Sir Andrew’s snub nose is at once recognisable from the 1973 Russian Much Ado, in which he (Konstantin 

Raikin) is “Benedict”. 

 Orsino is played as an erotically-obsessed autocrat, who gets hysterical when crossed, and Olivia 

(Anastasia Vertinskaya – Kosintsev’s Ophelia, Bondarchuk’s Princess Bolkonsky) as a posturing ninny; Viola, 

when presenting Orsino’s suit, talks in an annoying early-teenage boy’s voice, so that we don’t see what Olivia 

(who seems an idiot anyway) would fancy in him / her. Viola and Sebastian are doubled: the actress (Marina 

Neyolova) creates a third, more serious early-teenage boy’s voice for him. 

 Malvolio, when he runs into the letter (which he has to peel off the sole of his shoe),25 has been drinking, 

which lessens his vanity. It’s here we see that the costume designer seems to have given up, for Malvolio wears 

a black t-shirt, black trousers, plus black boots and gloves, with no decoration at all. The gear suggests no rank, 

and no excessive self-regard: it just looks as if Malvolio has forgotten to dress properly. But the excellent comic 

actor26 overcomes this cramping limitation. 

 Feste’s set-piece songs are dubbed, though not his improvised catawaulings. 

 The set conveys no location, and the camera is too often required just to look at the actors as they go 

through the scenes (which they all do extremely well, suggesting that it’s the TV version of a previous stage-

show).  

 They open the second half with a meta-televisual gag when Viola and Feste play III iii leaning on a TV 

camera. Viola betrays no unease before Feste’s gaze. In the next scene Olivia, no longer in mourning, is dressed 

in a pink outfit with what appear to be 5-cm.-thick dark pink pipecleaners protruding from all over it. Where with 

Malvolio, they don’t go far enough, here they go far too far: but Vertinskaya, it’s clear, enjoys getting as far away 

as possible from her suffering image in Hamlet and War and Peace, giggling and mincing for all she’s worth. 

You wouldn’t know it from her big film roles, but she has a very funny face. It almost works, but “Cesario, by 

the roses of the spring …” which ought to move us suddenly, is in this interpretation thrown away. 

 On “carry his water to the wise woman” Maria produces a glass retort and invites Malvolio to pee into it. 

The actor – whose all-black costume now creates, in fact, an excellent vehicle for his yellow stockings – ends the 

scene, throughout which he has been blowing kisses at Olivia, by blowing one to God.  

 One’s admiration for Marina Neyolova increases in her scenes as Sebastian, in which she succeeds (a) in 

becoming an adolescent male, and (b) creating a convincingly different character from her Viola. The farcical 

duel, in which she and Sir Andrew have actually to be lifted into the air by Toby and Fabian, is hilarious. As with 

the yellow stocking scene, you’ll never see it better done. 

 The Sir Topaz scene is heavily cut, which makes Malvolio’s suffering seem more trivial. His voice is put 

into an echo-chamber. 

 They do not cut, as Yan Frid and Trevor Nunn do, “He named Sebastian!” though Neyolova takes the 

revelation, that her brother is still alive after all, a bit heartily: there’s no wonder at the miracle. But you can tell 

from “This is the air – this is the glorious sun” that Sebastian has just had a new, life-altering experience. 

 In the last scene, they don’t manage to give us Viola and Sebastian’s faces in the same shot – it’s done 

with doubles and editing – but the recognition between brother and sister – accompanied by celestial music – is 

the most moving you’ll ever see. 

 

Twelfth Night: Nicholas Hytner (1998) 

 
http://youtu.be/DXE_SKulAzY 

 

Along with the next (unsuccessful) item, this is a live show, from the Lincoln Centre, with, as usual, laughter 

which reveals or reminds you of jokes which in films or on TV you just don’t see. Malvolio, for instance, gets a 

laugh with his very first word (“Yes …”). It is an excellent, leisurely production, with lines paced with more than 

                                                           
24: For the walk-down at the final credits, she wears a third wig. 
25: John Neville, when he played Malvolio, used to stop the show with this gag. 
26: Beyond the two female leads, it’s not clear from the credits who plays what. 
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enough space around them for subtleties to register. Helen Hunt is Viola, Paul Rudd Orsino (both speaking 

American), and Philip Bosco Malvolio (speaking English): Antonio looks and speaks Hispanic. The allied dialects 

never clash.  

 Ironical references to Maria’s small stature (“Some mollification for your giant”) are read as themselves 

ironical, for she’s a big girl. 

 Hytner, borrowing an idea from his own National Much Ado, has a swimming pool on stage: Orsino bathes 

in it (clothed); Sebastian pushes Sir Andrew into it (clothed); and Sebastian and Olivia cavort in it (she being 

virtually clothed). Perhaps having watched the Russian television version (see above), Hytner encourages his 

Olivia (Kyra Sedgwick) to clown about a bit – though her costumes, which get sexier and sexier as the plot 

thickens, avoid the weirdness of the Russian ones. Also as in the Russian show, Malvolio has an echo-chamber 

for the Sir Topaz scene. 

 Thunder, rain, and sweet music – especially for “He named Sebastian!” – which is played for all it’s worth 

– punctuate things imaginatively. 

 Hunt and Rudd share enough secret moments of almost-intimacy for you to anticipate a happy marriage 

for them after the final walk-own. 

 Because it’s live, this is the version to start with. The next one is also live, but doesn’t come with any 

recommendation. 

 

Twelfth Night: Tim Carroll / Ian Russell (Globe Theatre 2013) 

The aim of this flat, uninventive, all-male production is to replace Viola with Malvolio as the play’s sympathetic 

focus. Its women seem cast from a pool whose features are as unfeminine as possible, and who are lumbered with 

terrible wigs and stark white pancake makeup, as if to deprive them of whatever womanliness they may originally 

have been able to suggest. In vain we protest that at the 1600 Globe the parts would have been played not by men, 

but by boys – these guys all speak in high, strangled tenors, without variety. Orsino is a plain, stumpy, forty-ish 

Scotsman – it seems deliberately unromantic: contrast Paul Rudd in the previous version, constantly flashing his 

magnificent six-pack. 

 Having all three of its heroines played as ungendered neuters jolts us into an awareness of how sexy Twelfth 

Night really is. Mark Rylance as Olivia – as well as moving, apparently, on rails – speaks in an increasingly high 

series of squawks. 

 The comicals are dull, and Feste does not have a beautiful voice: so that between these and the Weird 

Androgynes, Stephen Fry’s Malvolio appears in no way obnoxious, but just an ordinary steward going about his 

business professionally: and the play seems as if printed from a photographic negative. His fantasies seem almost 

legitimate: never before have lines like “… my lady loves me”, or “I thank my stars that I am happy” been received 

with sighs of empathy. When he threatens “I will smile”, it doesn’t appear out of his character at all. 

 You could excuse it as an experiment – but who would want to perform such an experiment? 

 There’s a serious omission in the camera-work, when we don’t see Sir Andrew’s face on his being called “a 

thin-faced knave” and “a gull” by Sir Toby – it’s all shot from behind his back. And this is the only Globe DVD 

where I suspect the laughter to be canned. I’ve never, for instance, known “they lack retention” to get a laugh 

before, whereas “I was adored once too”, normally a surefire joke, gets none. 

 

Troilus and Cressida: Dieter Dorn (1986 / 2012) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FrAznOVDP4I&index=21&list=PLvIzTYmVkeFhOoCkg7slh3FqQd

MQlkg-3 

 
This German television version of a 1986 Münich stage production doesn’t provide a real alternative to Jonathan 

Miller, for it cuts too much: we lose all the Greek council and camp scenes before the Hector / Ajax / Achilles 

confrontation, so that when the Greek generals arrive we can’t tell which is which. Thersites is brought on later 

still, and we have no idea who he is; Cressida is not kissed by all the Greeks in turn. I imagine, from the often 

brutal editing, that the full DVD is more inclusive (it’s on German Amazon). 

 Most of its emphasis is on Troilus, Cressida, and Pandarus (though we do get the Trojan debate scene – 

Priam is portrayed as blind, as in Miller.) 

 But because it offers a more straightforward and visceral reading of the play than Miller’s, it will do until 

something better arrives, or until it’s put out complete. Cressida, for example, is as wanton as tradition demands. 
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 The costume design seems South American savage, as if anticipating Apocalypto; masculinity (kept to a 

minimum by Miller, as if irrelevant) is displayed from every gap in the sewing. We aren’t too surprised when 

Achilles (who here has no Patroclus) gives Hector a most flattering buss. 

 Thersites’ asides may be spiced-in as he watches Troilus and Ulysses (the latter a character barely 

established) watching Diomedes and Cressida at play; but at least we do understand him to be watching the 

watchers, where in Miller it’s not clear what he’s doing at all. 

 It goes completely to pieces at the end, however, when they’ve edited-out Hector’s death at the hands of 

Achilles and the Myrmidons. 

  

Measure for Measure Note 1: for “Janet Aubrey” read “Juliet Aubrey”. 

 

Julius Caesar: Alan Bridges (1969) 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JInTNKLaEI4 

 
Usefully resurrected (though with fuzzy picture) on YouTube, this is a relatively small-scale and intimate Caesar 

in the BBC’s Play of the Month series – the series they had to discontinue through lack of interest. It’s unusual 

for the amount of brickwork (as opposed to marble) in the street façades, and for the decision to play Casca (the 

normally sober Anthony Bate) as a drunk. Edward Woodward as Cassius is, you can see, working hard to get 

some kind of reaction out of Frank Finlay’s Brutus, but Finlay’s mind (as opposed to Brutus’s) seems elsewhere 

throughout. Often, as with his Shylock in the same series, he’s just saying the lines, in an endeavour to look 

understated. His Portia, too, is dull (not a patch on Virginia McKenna – for whom, see below) just as Maurice 

Denham (unlike Louis Calhern – for whom, see above) can’t get us very interested in Caesar. Contrary to what 

we’re told of the real Caesar, Denham displays his bald pate without inhibition: his Calpurnia, meanwhile (Gwen 

Cherrell), seems to be doing a very fair impersonation of Elizabeth II – monarch then in 1969, just as now in 

2014. 

 The thing awakens from its sloth on the entrance of Antony after the assassination, and “Oh mighty Caesar! 

Dost thou lie so low?”: for Robert Stephens, in physique, looks, body language and commitment, is acting as if 

the future of the world is at stake (which of course, for Rome, it is). I’d like to know if it was the director’s idea, 

or Stephens’, that Mark Antony should retch on first seeing Caesar’s body. The way he shakes hands with all the 

men he intends to kill is so electrifying that you’re surprised they don’t see through it and stab him on the spot: 

indeed, some of them, Cassius especially, obviously want to – but are helpless in the scenario their own high-

mindedness has created. 

 Stephens does the oration with such passion and physical abandon – aided by an excellent mob, neither 

too large nor too small, and everyone infected by his seeming near-hysteria – that we forget it’s all an act, and are 

shocked when with “Now, mischief, let it work” he drops his façade and reveals his true intention. The advantage 

of having a small mob, in Antony’s close physical proximity, is shown here. Brando never gets as close to them 

as this. 

 The strange tension visible in the early Brutus / Cassius scenes, with Woodward going out of his way to 

provoke Finlay, and Finlay not responding, is still more palpable in the Quarrel scene, where although it’s true 

that Brutus is contained, it looks as if it’s the actor, not the character, who won’t play the game. 

 The battle and suicides, all done in a studio, show what can done with good editing and camera-work. 

 Well worth seeing for Stephens; and you feel for Woodward. 

 

Hamlet: Celestino Coronado (1976) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yzDYcyEuDGw 

 
Barely seen at the time and forgotten until now, this truly strange Hamlet has Helen Mirren in different wigs as 

Gertrude and Ophelia, and David and Tony Meyer, the twins from Octopussy, as Hamlet and Laertes. Oh, and 

Quentin Crisp is Polonius … Vladek Sheybal, too, is around somewhere … 

 Colour is dreadful, though this may be the state of the print. Triple and even quadruple exposure is used 

to magnify the psychosis inherent in the casting, but as all act as if heavily drugged, you fall asleep too. 

 Watch it, and try to keep awake. 

 

Macbeth: Kenneth Branagh / Rob Ashford (2013) 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0femJ-r2wQU 
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This is the famous trench-full-of-mud production with which Branagh dazzled Manchester last year. It’s filmed 

in such state-of-the-art ultra-high-definition high-definition, with virtuoso swoops, deep-focus work, and 

vertiginous overhead shots, that you feel you’re really there, but with better eyesight than any human being could 

actually possess. No previous Macbeth has anything like this visual impact. 

 Costumes are drab, well-broken-down Celtic / military, suitably lived-in. 

 Branagh has a greasy red-head crewcut, and his Lady (Alex Kingston) a curly red mop with pigtail 

descending to the waist, it being a well-known fact that all Scotspersons are redheads.27 They act operatically, in 

style designed not for the camera but for the theatre audience, which is fair enough, since the theatre audience has, 

after all, paid. Branagh doesn’t know the lines too well: “The physic we delight in labours pain” he says, with 

maximum confidence: “But yet I’ll take a bond of fate” he says later, omitting “make assurance double sure, and 

…” And he has a habit of rattling through full-stops, putting some entire passages on one endless note. But on “It 

is a tale … told by an idiot …” he both weeps real tears, and dribbles them, which the high-defintion high-

definition has no trouble catching. He mouths “… nothing!” without voicing it. 

 Kingston’s Lady is superb, in the same slightly OTT idiom, but her Sleepwalking is spoiled by being placed 

high at one end of the Trench, and done in a series of spasmodic jerks, as if she’s a puppet. We don’t feel we’re 

sharing her horror – though the camera gives us a better view than the audience get. The Porter is also kept at a 

distance by being done in the same objective way. He has various parts of various drunken colleagues as the 

equivocator, the English tailor, and so on. 

 The seventy-two year old John Shrapnel (yes, indeed) has played Banquo so often28 that I shouldn’t be 

surprised if he’d asked to be Duncan, which he portrays pugnaciously, as if in riposte to the saintly Griffith Jones 

in the Nunn / MacKellen version. His assassination is done in view, at one end of the Trench. He triples as The 

Old Man and Seyton. 

 Jimmy Yuill is an excellent grey-beard Banquo; and Ray Fearon takes Macduff’s grief on being told of his 

loss so far in the way of collapsing and wailing that you can’t imagine it going any further – this is a great piece 

of acting, the best bit of the whole show. It’s also hard to imagine the scene between Lady Macduff and her son 

(Rosalie Craig and Pip Pierce) being done better. 

 

I’ll be surprised if this stays on YouTube for much longer. (It isn’t – 1/3/15) 

 

Macbeth: Eve Best / Sue Judd (Globe Theatre 2014) 

Eve Best’s production is played against a high white fence with pointed tips and spatterings at its base of what 

looks like either mud or pooh. Its Banquo is short and Scots, its Macduff is bald, grey-bearded and Scots, and its 

Ross a plump black man – everybody else is English. Duncan is the by-now venerable Gawn Grainger, whom I 

remember from his days at the Arts Theatre Ipswich in the early sixties (he was memorable as the Bargee, opposite 

Andrew Keir’s Sergeant Musgrave, with a young unknown yclept MacKellen in support). Grainger bewilders us 

slightly, when, straight after his own assassination, he re-enters as The Old Man, and says “Three score and ten I 

can remember well” as a soliloquy, divorced from the rest of the scene. Later he has a third incarnation, as the 

Scottish Doctor. 

 The leads are Joseph Millson and Samantha Spiro, who take everything fast and loud. You long for a bit 

of stillness, for the horror to sink in. 

 Malcolm seems aiming at comedy – “Oh, by whom?” gets a laugh. The Porter, who’s very funny, emerges 

from a trap, and is returned to it by Macbeth with what looks like an improvised “Here, back in yer box”. Later, 

the Third Murderer disposes not only of the First and Second Murderers (whom he kills), but of the still-breathing 

Banquo, into the same trap. 

 Banquo also turns up agan, at the opening of the second half, sitting at the front of the stage, singing The 

Flowers of the Forest: the more Macbeth kills, the more they spring back.  

 Those who think of Macbeth as a black-and-red play (encouraged, indeed, by the Globe’s own “Macbeth” 

t-shirts, which are in those colours), will start to rebel against the colour-scheme here, when not only are the 

Macbeths’ coronation robes in cream and white, but for the Banquet they unfold a huge white table-cloth, which 

                                                           
27: The only redhead I saw on my last trip to Edinburgh was an Englishman in a red wig, urinating straight on to Waverley 

Station Platform Eleven. The police came on board at Berwick and arrested him. 
28: Shrapnel was Banquo for the Marlowe Society in the early sixties, and took over in the Very Unfortunate Michael 

Blakemore National production, where every body breathed a sigh of relief when Dennis Quilley took over the lead from 

Anthony Hopkins.  
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dominates the visuals throughout that horrifying scene, detracting from its drama. Banquo has, in addition to the 

twenty trenched gashes in his head, had his throat slit – despite which Joseph Millson gets several legitimate 

laughs – on “Why so, being gone, I am a man again”, for instance. 

 The Cauldron Scene is outstanding, being done by the Witches in a mixture of song, dance, chant and 

mime. As with Polanski and Nunn, they pour the cauldron’s contents down Macbeth’s throat, and it’s no less 

disgusting for being all mimed. 

 Young Macduff is too old – his voice has broken, so he’s no longer a child, which is wrong. 

 Macbeth is deprived of his speech on hearing of the circumstances of Macduff’s birth (“And be these 

juggling fiends no more believed …”): one of the play’s best bits. But the seeming elderly Macduff surprises us 

with the energy he puts into the last fight, and the dexterity with which he snaps Macbeth’s neck. 

 After the last line, the company give us not one but two dance-numbers, one slow and mournful, the other 

fast and jolly. So we certainly get our money’s worth. 

 

Much Ado About Nothing: Joss Whedon (2013) 

Yet more evidence that Americans can do Shakespeare very well indeed, and that they ought to do him more 

often. Joss Whedon is best known as a TV writer (Roseanne, Buffy the Vampire Slayer) and director (The 

Avengers). Sad that this movie was probably made on about half the budget of a single episode of Roseanne. 

 It’s a low-budget, rapidly filmed but still expensive-looking Much Ado, all shot in black-and-white, in and 

about the director’s own country house, populated entirely by beautiful people apart from the stenographer George 

Seacole (here, as it were, Georgina Seacole),29 the only person to understand fully what’s going on, and who’s 

here less beautiful than average. It starts with a wordless sequence which can only be understood second time 

round, with Benedick getting out of Beatrice’s bed (we’ve been introduced to neither character), and Beatrice’s 

expression showing that something unhappy has just occurred. Her later “Indeed, my lord, he lent it me awhile” 

obviously refers to this prior, unsuccessful affair. When Benedick exits with “O God, sir, here’s a dish I love not: 

I cannot endure my Lady Tongue”, she looks after him, dropping her guard and showing (privately) sadness and 

regret. 

 The text is skilfully cut, and spoken with maximum intelligence. Only the embarrassing scene in which 

Leonato and Antonio try to challenge Claudio is deleted (indeed, Antonio is completely deleted). Don John’s evil 

nature is newly-invented by having Conrade as a woman – her name unchanged – whom Don John keeps in a 

permanent state of orgasmic deferral, and whom Borachio may or may not fancy himself. 

 They almost get around Don Pedro’s proposal to Beatrice by having him a bit drunk; but you can still see that 

he means it. 

 The gulling scenes are done with Benedick outside the window, and with Beatrice under the kitchen table. 

Like Kenneth Branagh, Benedick takes all his soliloquies away from the camera, which is a pity. The really 

dramatic scenes – the aborted wedding, and the “Kill Claudio!” dialogue, are brilliantly managed, the latter tight-

roping between comedy and drama in the best manner. They do it, however, in a different location, so that there’s 

a break between the wedding scene and it, which lessens Beatrice’s motivation and its tension somewhat. 

 The acting style is so TV sit-com (though with a denser script) that we can’t imagine Dogberry and Co. fitting 

in without a huge gear-change: but they succeed in keeping the low-comedy scenes in the same style as the high-

comedy scenes, and behold! for most of the time it works. Dogberry is the house Chief of Security. Only the last 

line of his big speech (“O that I had been writ down an ass!”) is cut – for no clear reason. The cinema audience’s 

laughter showed the folly of Branagh’s film, and of the Globe production (see above), in assuming Dogberry’s 

malapropisms to be unfunny. An amusing invention is after Dogberry’s last exit, when he and Verges find they’ve 

locked themselves out of their own police car. 

 “If I do not love her, I am a jew” becomes “If I do not love her, I am a fool”: and “I’ll hold my mind were she 

an ethiope” is retained – boldly, for Claudio is passing next to a big black lady as he says it – though she doesn’t 

seem to react. 

 Don John’s arrest is shown by a photo on an IPhone. 

 The Central Park production (see above) has acres more ambiance, colour, and variety: still, we need more 

American Shakespeare films like this, and if making them on shoestring budgets, in secret (as was the case here), 

then let’s have some. 

 

Othello: the Sergei Yutkevich Othello is on the Mosfilm website 

                                                           
29: Otherwise The Sexton. My role in Trevor Nunn’s RSC Aldwych production. 
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King Lear: Grigori Kozintsev (1971) 

This has been modified with new notes 

http://kinofan.su/sovetskiy-film/item/korollir.html 

Made in the same year as Brook’s, Kozintsev’s film could not be more of a contrast. Where Brook is fast and 

sketchy, Kozintsev is expansive and, though cut, thorough; where Brook plays strange, negative games with the 

play, Kozintsev is anxious to do most of it justice;30 where Brook has a small budget, Kozintsev has as big a 

budget as he wants, and as the Soviet Union could then supply – not quite as big as Bondachuk’s for War and 

Peace, but big enough. 

We start with a few Wretches, not naked but certainly wretched, trekking across miles of open, ragged rocky 

territory. The black-and-white Cinemascope photography gives the film an epic feel before the plot’s even started. 

The few Wretches swells to several hundred, all going in the same direction. Are they going to see the Division 

of the Kingdom? Improbable, since none of them will benefit from it. Are they going just to see the King? More 

likely. Do they think he will cure them? Perhaps. Do they think he will take more care of them once he’s retired? 

Unlikely. 

Lear enters his court laughing, having just had fun with his Fool. He’s a short, wispy man – not at all Titanic.31 

He goes from Fool to court without change of countenance: they all belong to him. We notice that France needs 

an interpreter. On “Be it so, then!” Lear stands on the map and tries to rip it up. He leaves in fury in long, fast 

travelling shots, selecting his horses and summoning his knights, and goes to the top of a battlement, where he 

shouts “The barbarous Scythian …” at the multitude of Wretches gathered below. Even though they can’t possibly 

know what he’s talking about, they cheer and salute him. This is total dysfunction: King and subjects inhabit 

different universes.32 He’s only aware of the country he rules as an extension of his own ego, just like Mr Putin 

(“Plate sin with gold … Which is the justice, which the thief?”). 

We see Cordelia and France being married by a priest chanting Latin over them. 

Compared with Peter Brook, it all seems strangely professional: it’s a real film, as opposed to a piece of self-

indulgence. 

Edmund, the Superfluous Man, is incredibly dark and sexy, but not at all funny: he doesn’t say his soliloquies 

to camera, but as voice-overs. None of Lear’s knights looks below the age of fifty, which makes sense – they’re 

all old chums of his – but it’s hard to imagine them rioting, which here they don’t. The Fool sings his first song 

to the tune of Jingle Bells – presumably the decision of Shostakovich, who, here as in Kozintsev’s Hamlet, is the 

composer. We’re deprived of the play’s funniest scene, Kent provoking Oswald: the two just enter, Kent pursuing 

Oswald for reasons we don’t understand.33 We’re also deprived of Edgar’s “I hear myself proclaimed”: he’s 

crouching behind some rocks, sees a procession of mad beggars go past, decides to join them, and strips off in 

silence. 

It doesn’t work when Lear says his curse (“Hear, Nature …”) to himself, and when we then cut to Goneril, 

reacting as if he’d said it to her after all. He also says “Oh reason not the need!” to himself, having just had the 

door (though not the gate) of the palace shut in his face. These alterations deprive us of Regan and Goneril seeing 

how far he’s gone, and provoking him to go further. It neutralises the drama somewhat. 

The Storm Scene is done on what appears a wide mud-flat,34 principally in a series of overhead shots, taking 

us away from Lear the individual and further towards an idea, implicit in the play, of the lone man against empty 

nature – what’s called in the cliché Beckettian, except that few of Beckett’s isolated characters are without 

companionship of some kind.  

Poor Tom isn’t alone in the hut – there are several nameless additional Naked Wretches there in addition. 

There’s an invented sequence: when Cornwall drops dead at Regan’s feet, she goes straight to Edmund’s room 

and fucks him (out of our view) and then back to the corpse of her husband, and plants a big wet kiss on its mouth. 

Previously, she hadn’t been able to pluck Gloucester by the beard, for he’s clean-shaven. 

Before he sees his blinded (though not bandaged) father, Edgar leaves his troop of mad beggars, to tear some 

rags off something which looks like a wayside crucifix. Could this be as far as a Soviet filmmaker could go in 

1971 towards implying a Christian subtext? (“’Tis the time’s plague, when madmen lead the blind” is equally 

true, however, in 2013, whichever country you live in). The thing could equally be a scarecrow. 

                                                           
30: In his book (pp.22-3), Kozintsev mentions Brook’s stage production but not his film. He met and admired Brook. 
31: Kozintsev (pp.74-7) reveals that Yuri Yarvet (Lear), was first recommended to play the tiny part of “the mad beggar”, 

whom Edgar imitates. Yarvet spoke virtually no Russian, and was at first, to facilitate dubbing, to speak a specially-written 

Estonian translation with words of the same length as in Pasternak’s Russian. But he hated it, and learned the Russian. 
32: Kozintsev (pp.175, 235) describes this sequence, but doesn’t comment on the incongruity. 
33: It could be that Pasternak, the translator, was hard-pressed to find Russian equivalents of “worsted-stocking knave” or “one-

trunk-inheriting slave”: though “son and heir of a mongrel bitch” goes into Russian easily enough.  
34: Kozintsev (p.127) identifies this as “the Sivash Lagoon”, but doesn’t say where it is. 
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One sequence which no other version can afford shows Cordelia and the army of France landing, with ships, 

scores of men, and horses scrambling ashore. It lasts less than a minute, and probably cost as much as the rest of 

the film put together. 

Gloucester does not try and jump off Dover Cliff, and there are no laughs in his mad dialogue with Lear – 

who’s deprived of a lot of his disgusting, misogynist speeches.35 Kozintsev is denying the play one of its vital 

elements (see next item).36 The scene takes place among yet another group of Wretches, digging (so far as we can 

make out) for root crops. They remind us of the anarcho-syndicalist couple in Monty Python and the Holy Grail, 

so that we expect one of them to yell “Come and see the violence inherent in the system!” At a trumpet signal 

first, and then at the tolling of a bell, all Wretches rise and progress slowly towards somewhere undefined, and as 

they do so, and are joined by scores of others, Lear says his “I know thee well enough. Thy name is Gloucester” 

speech, the sign either that his sanity has returned, or that he’s been acting all the time. On “You must get it by 

running!” he doesn’t run, but leans against a rock as if he’s trying to have sex with it. 

We see Gloucester’s heart burst smilingly, and Edgar bury his body with a wooden cross, before which he 

prays. He then marches towards the battle, which is raging in the distance, taking a dead soldier’s sword as he 

does so. A battle, though not the battle, is fought before the Reconciliation Scene, at which the Fool is present, 

and may or may not drop dead. The important battle is done in epic detail, with thatches being burnt (Edmund 

himself sets light to one), and corpses everywhere: we’re almost reminded of Elem Klimov’s Come and See, 

about the Nazis in WWII. Goneril is severely turned-on by Edmund’s military success, and we’re reminded of 

Catherine the Great in Byron’s Don Juan. Edmund climbs on a cart and yells “To be tender-hearted does not 

become a sword!” to his men, who cheer him as he gets down, and orders the executions of Lear and Cordelia. 

The duel and the entire last scene are done in the presence of the whole army, the duel being heralded by 

virtuoso Shostakovich trumpet-calls such as few army trumpeters could manage. As they fight, Goneril crawls 

out of her tent and dies. Lear doesn’t enter with Cordelia dead in his arms, but shouts “Howl! howl! howl! howl! 

howl!” to several hundred men, while his daughter’s corpse dangles behind him. 

As all the bodies are carried off, the Fool is kicked out of the way. 

The superiority of this version over all others lies in its big budget and the extraordinary confidence of its 

photography and direction, and the uniform, cast-iron solidity of its acting.37 Its origin from a totalitarian Marxist 

state perhaps accounts for its constant visual references to poverty and suffering, and the continuity between it, 

Dostoevsky and Boris Godunov in its constant processions of Wretches. Its weakness lies in its eschewal of all 

humour (the reason, perhaps, why Gloucester doesn’t make his farcical suicide-attempt), and the strange way (see 

above) that it underplays the hostility between Lear and his two older daughters.  

 

King Lear: Sandro Bolchi (1960) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gWR85mipdu0 

A slow and solemn black-and white Lear from RAI (3:17:26, says Youtube), with Salvo Randone (Vittorio 

Gassman’s Iago) as a slow and solemn king. Budget is low – much of the action is set against a white-plastered 

wall, and Lear’s knights are very thin on the ground. Later they substitute some columns, and rather static clouds. 

But the costumes are good, except Cornwall’s; he wears full armour throughout, whether there’s war on or not – 

and it doesn’t protect him when he’s stabbed (neither does Edmund’s when Edgar kills him). All the acting is a 

bit formal, apart from Randone, who as in Otello, gives every line its own verismo-colouring: see how he growls 

“An you lie, sirrah, we’ll have you whipped” through a mouthful of chicken-leg. The camera loves him, and it’s 

clear that he loves the camera – advancing into enormous close-up in his big curse on Goneril so that the excellent 

actress has no shots to herself in which to register her reaction. 

 They have a good moment after Lear has gone out into the storm, when the hard-hearted sisters, and even 

Cornwall, feel bad about what they’ve just done, but can’t articulate their shame. 

 It looks as if Randone, not the director, is dictating the pace. Much of the Fool is cut – it’s not until the 

entrance of Kent that an edit tells us that he’s with Lear in the storm at all. And Poor Tom is the cleanest, best-

turned-out mad beggar you’ll ever see. 

                                                           
35: Kozintsev acknowledges (pp.25, 95), “the strange mixture of horror and circus comedy” in Lear, but, it seems, decided to 

leave it out. 
36: Kozinstev writes (p.161), “The basic text of this scene was kept almost in its entirety” (my italics). 
37: Several cast-members are Estonian, dubbed into Russian. 
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 As with the old French TV Lear (see below), they devise much better and more spooky lighting for the 

scenes in the hut, which are assisted by a supernatural wind sound-effect, almost like people screaming in the 

distance. 

 When Edgar speaks to his father after the blinding, it’s with his own voice, so you wonder how dumb 

Gloucester really is. The blinding is done off screen, seemingly by the attendants, on mere manual gestures from 

Cornwall and Regan, and all make-up is allowed are discreet trickles of blood on the poor man’s cheeks: we see 

again the old Italian television taboo on violence. 

 Goneril’s admiring “Ah! Ecco tu finalmente uomo!” isn’t a very good translation of “Marry, your manhood 

– mew!” 

 Randone – a skilled comic, as we see in Otello – takes the Dover Cliff scene right down to a well-projected 

mutter, only ranting when sex is his subject: it’s a well-thought-out interpretation. Later, his shame in the reunion 

with Cordelia is most moving. A damaging cut is of his dialogue with her on being taken off to prison (“We two 

shall sing like birds in a cage”). The Captain also loses his line about being unable to draw a cart, and so on. 

Cordelia, though beautiful, is not petite: nevertheless, Randone carries her easily enough. 

 Despite its bare appearance (and some studio noise), this is infinitely preferable to the next item (Peter 

Brook’s film). 

Two French King Lears 

 

By the mid-twentieth century Shakespeare had, in France, shaken off the barbarian image which we see in Les 

Enfants du Paradis (below): his reputation as an agent of English imperialism was gone: he was acknowledged 

as universal. These two quite different events prove it. 

 

Jean Kerchbron (1965) 
 

This black-and-white French television Lear (on YouTube), with Michel Etcheverry of the Comédie Française as 

a tall, white-haired, dignified King, starts with originality when Cordelia says her (usually defiant) speeches in 

tones of tenderness and confident love, implying that she thinks he’s only playing – which of course he isn’t. 

 Budget is low, sets and costumes obvious (Regan’s headdress is dreadful – we’re relieved when, just before 

the blinding, she takes it off), and humour kept at bay. Quite often it looks as if the director didn’t have enough 

cameras to play with – speeches are done in long-shot, or with the speaker’s back to camera, so we feel we’re 

missing something. But the picture looks new-minted. Title-cards tell us (unnecessarily) where the next scene is 

set. 

 Kent disguises himself by growing a beard – a bit too quickly, we think, until the Fool, on his first entrance, 

prods it with suspicion, and appears to recognise Kent at once. The Fool (Guy Piérauld)38 is quick, chirpy, and 

deliberately annoying. Later on, however, he doesn’t recognise the disguised Edgar. 

 Throughout the big Lear / Goneril scene, the director keeps Goneril in the foreground of the shot, but then, 

on Lear’s whispered “Sauvez ma raison! Je ne veux être fou!” he goes in for a huge close-up of Lear, which 

redresses the balance. 

 The stocks entrap Kent’s ankles only. 

 “Oh, reason not the need!” is not well done with Lear at the bottom, and the sisters together at the top of, 

a huge, narrow staircase: he needs to be between them. But the storm scenes are superb, the dramatic lighting 

disguising the banality of the sets, and with many horror-struck close-ups of Lear, Kent, and even the Fool, being 

transfixed by “Poor Tom”. 

 Gloucester’s eyes are put out with unconvincingly blunt pincers (and by servants, not by Cornwall 

himself). But the first Dover Cliff scene, with Gloucester, the Old Man, and Edgar / Tom circling the studio 

endlessly, all done in one high long-shot, is very Beckettian. The Goneril / Albany quarrel is done in powerful 

close-up, although “Ah, bien! C’est ça, votre virilité!” isn’t quite “Marry, your manhood! – Mew!” We become 

tired of the obvious studio-setting in the second, big Dover Cliff scene, when they insist also on foolish music, 

which distracts from Lear’s crazy speeches, no matter how variously Etcheverry delivers them. The design by 

now just looks third-rate. 

 We aren’t allowed to see Gloucester’s bleeding sockets, or, indeed, much of his face at all – a huge 

weakness: and the Edgar / Oswald fight, which doesn’t convince, goes on too long and is accompanied by the 

same foolish music. 

                                                           
38: He’s the French voice of Bugs Bunny. 
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 By this time we’ve concluded that the director has an Uncertain Touch. 

 Michel Etcheverry weeps real tears (in close-up) in the Reconciliation Scene. But on his last line (“… je 

suis un vieillard, et un imbecile”), the camera misses his face as he exits. In the last scene, he doesn’t find his 

Cordelia (the beautiful Paloma Matta) too heavy to carry. 

 

 Worth watching for the acting, and the spooky storm scenes. 

 

André Engel / Don Kent (2007) 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1f_DziCKXpA 

… and further urls 

 
Unless they’ve hidden it very cunningly indeed on You Tube, this taped live performance (from the Théâtre de 

l’Odéon) has lost Lear being cast out into the storm. The DVD isn’t available, and neither Netflix nor LoveFilm 

has it (for some reason), so we’re lumbered with a very large trunk. 

 The sharpness and mobility of the photography and lighting puts it, needless to say, in a different division 

from the previous item. But whether its Concept – Lear rules, not a kingdom, but a big commercial company 

(LEAR ENTREPRISES & CO) – conveys its universality more successfully for our twenty-first century, or 

constricts its range by making him just a bourgeois, is to be discussed. References to feudal allegiance and 

banishment make no sense in this universe of corporatism; and as for “a hundred knights …” 

 The first scene has Lear (overweight, dyspeptic, black-tied), not interrogating his daughters in public, but 

interviewing each of them in private (“Tell me, my daughters” becomes “Dis-moi, ma fille”), and either giving 

each of them or withholding from them what appears to be a pre-packaged portfolio of their holdings in the 

company. Their answers to his question are thus completely irrelevant, where in the original we think there may 

be an element of caprice and surprise. That he is capricious is seen when he shows that he’s secretly taped Goneril, 

and plays her answer to Regan, giggling as she reacts. As played by the eighty-two year old (sic) Michel Piccoli,39 

this Lear is a sillier and meaner old bugger than usual – he deserves what we know he’s going to get. Piccoli, 

bald-pated and smooth-shaven (strictly non-epic), retains an enviable Power of Barking, but isn’t afraid to crack 

into falsetto if the line demands it. 

 They chop the text about. The opening of I i is spliced into the front of I ii, and is followed by the 

confrontation between Cordelia and her sisters. Edmund’s lines in soliloquy, about blaming our faults on the stars, 

are said to Edgar. “O toi, nature! Tu es ma déesse!” is crooned, at the end of the soliloquy, which closes the scene 

instead of opening it. Both brothers seem a bit mental. Edgar’s speech “I hear myself proclaimed” is reduced to 

“Edgar! Edgar n’est plus rien!” shouted in a thunderstorm. In the storm, Edgar’s speech “Who gives anything to 

poor Tom?” is converted to a dialogue between him and Lear. 

 Kent’s disguise consists of a heavily-plastered “broken nose”, with two black eyes, plus a funny waddle, 

which works very well. His explanatory speech, “If but as well I other accents borrow”, is cut, so we don’t at first 

recognise him. Cornwall, interrupting Kent’s roughing-up of Oswald, has a hair-net on: later he kisses Edmund 

on the lips tenderly. The Fool is a ventriloquist, a conjurer,40 and a pianist. The idea of a corporate head employing 

a Fool being surreal, we start to see the show’s Concept as a cunning device; that Lear and his companions travel, 

not by limo, but in a sad, suitcase-toting crocodile, adds to the effect. This is, and is not, the real world. 

 Most of the action is set in what appears to be an empty warehouse belonging to “Lear Entreprises & Co”, 

the roof of which now and then must, we suppose, fall in, for snow often descends. The light is dimmed to a single 

spot for the big scene between Lear and the Fool – which gets several laughs from the invisible audience. Kent 

pulls a gun on Oswald, who’s a fat little man with specs – our frequent suspicion, that he’s Goneril’s gigolo, is 

unsustainable here. Kent is “stocked” by being tied to a drainpipe. 

 Just when II iv is going well, YouTube deprives us of it from “… made you my guardians, my depositaries” 

down to “My Regan counsels well. Come, out o’th’storm”, and we next see Lear raving at a snowstorm which 

has infiltrated his “empire”. “Oh, I have taken too little care of this!” presumably means, in the context of a large 

company, that he hasn’t done enough about safety at work, pensions, or health benefits. 

 Cornwall puts on white gloves before blinding Gloucester, preparing his surgical instruments on a tray 

held by Regan, who shoots the servant who stabs her husband, and has Gloucester thrust out while caressing his 

severed eyeballs in a glass. As Gloucester is blinded, E lucevan le stelle from Tosca is played on a 78 rpm 

phonograph. 

 The Old Man who introduces Gloucester to Poor Tom is a Young Man, carrying a violin case. On her Part 

Two entrance, Cordelia carries an automatic weapon. On Dover Cliff, during Edgar’s “dreadful trade” speech, 

                                                           
39: Making Piccoli easily the oldest actor mentioned in this chapter to play the part. 
40: Where Michael Bryant’s fool conjures an egg out of the ear of Ian Holm’s King, this one conjures one out of Michel 

Piccoli’s nose. 
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they bring up the sound of waves and seagulls – a serious error, implying as it does that they really are on the 

cliff. Lear doesn’t wear a weedy coronet, but a fishing-net: they’ve been watching Orson Welles. Though they 

play the big Lear / Gloucester dialogue broadly enough, the audience response seems meagre. 

 As Oswald drops dead under Edgar’s flick-knife, he gargles (in English), “Oh, Harry! Thou hast robbed 

me of my youth!” Albany interrupts Regan and Edmund bonking against an upright piano: it’s not until the end 

of this scene that Edmund (who seems madder, even, than at first) gives us “I grow, I prosper! Now, Gods, stand 

up for bastards!” – except that he inverts the lines. 

 Things have improved in forty-two years. “… je suis un vieillard, et un imbecile” is now “Je suis vieux, et 

stupide”: it’s done in close-up. 

 The cuts in the last scene are extreme: Goneril and Regan drop dead without explanation; Edgar confronts 

Edmund without disguise, and kills him bare-handed even though Edmund has a gun; and Edmund doesn’t tell 

them that he’s ordered Lear and Cordelia killed, so that when Piccoli enters carrying her we’re completely 

surprised. The oldest Lear on screen has no problem carrying the (admittedly petite) actress; but he only says 

“Jamais” three times. 

 Kent shoots himself. 

 

Despite some strange touches, this is powerful stuff. Modern camerawork helps a lot. 

Coriolanus Ralph Fiennes (2011) 

For “Bosnia” and “Bosnian” read “Serbia” and “Serbian” passim. 

 

The Tempest: Jeremy Herrin / Ian Russell (Globe Theatre, 2014) 
 

A disappointingly unmagical Tempest, with nowhere near the style of the Christopher Plummer version. Roger 

Allam as Prospero has anger – indeed, bad temper – a-plenty: but very little else. He shouts a lot, even cracking 

into falsetto now and then – not a dignified thing to do. A magus he isn’t. “GRAVES at my command have waked 

their sleepers!” he bellows, at the very top of his voice, as if furious with them for having done so. “I do forgive 

thy rankest fault – all of them,” he says as he embraces Antonio – fixing the audience with a hard stare which 

implies that Antonio, when they get back to Milan, had better watch his back. This gets a laugh. 

 Ariel is badly designed, in very light grey with light grey tubes / hairs / pendant thingies descending at all 

angles, and his eyeshadow is, I’ll swear, magenta – a horrible clash. His harpy-costume, with dangling harpy-

breasts, enormous claw feet on which the actor totters, and detached wings manipulated by puppeteers, doesn’t 

work, added to which the actor himelf doesn’t sound terrifying or accusatory. 

 Caliban has just a loin-cloth, with dirt-and-purple mottle all over him – unadventurous, and we can’t 

understand all the references to fish when people see him. But the actor (James Garnon) has a most expressive 

face, and makes some very good readings. The Stephano and Trinculo support him well. He ends the first half, 

on “Freedom!!”, by staring at the audience with hostility, and gobbing right into the groundlings. 

 Miranda (Jessie Buckley) is excellent, and extremely pretty – so again we’re puzzled by the extreme 

drabness of the costume they’ve given her.41 Ferdinand (Joshua James) plays it for comedy, which adds a lot to 

the character, who often comes over as bland. They get one laugh I’d never seen before: on “And all the more it 

seeks to hide itself, / The bigger bulk it shows” she suddenly realises what he may have thought she meant, which 

in turn motivates “Hence, bashful cunning!” 

 The lords are good, but it was a mistake to give Alonso, a short, very ordinary-looking guy, a crown – 

paradoxically it lessens his stature. 

 They even play – or try to play – the goddesses for laughs, which as they have none has the predictable 

result. It’s a mistake to have Prospero dance with the goddesses. 

 If you have Christopher Plummer, you don’t need this. 

 

Films with Shakespearean References 
 

A BUNCH OF AMATEURS 

(ANDY CADIFF, 2008) 
 

Co-written by Ian Hislop plus three others, this flat and obvious comedy would be better with a different leading 

man, and fewer borrowings from other movies. As it is, its lead (Burt Reynolds) stalks through it like a zombie, 

                                                           
41: Discussing Ron Daniels’ RSC Tempest (in which Derek Jacobi, the Prospero, did a lot of shouting too) my GCSE ladies 

wondered who designed the nice clothes of Miranda (Alice Kriege), and who braided her hair so neatly. We figured it was 

Ariel. The big mistake there was to have Ariel sing “You are three men of sin”, which killed it. 
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radiating, as the actual Reynolds among the actual Brits, the same paralyzed sense of slumming it as does his 

character, a past-it Hollywood action hero among British amateur actors. 

 From Tootsie it borrows the idea of an unemployable actor creating a new career for himself – except that 

in Tootsie, the actor creates his own opportunity without his agent’s help, where here the agent creates the 

opportunity for him. From In the Bleak Midwinter it borrows the idea of putting on a Shakespeare tragedy (there 

Hamlet, here King Lear), in a remote village – except that in the Branagh film the actors are all professionals, 

where here the only professional is Reynolds. From Slings and Arrows it borrows the idea of a Hollywood star 

making good in Shakespeare, the star ploughing his own experience into his performance, the big-headed actor 

getting humbled, and the actor playing Lear driven out into the real storm and rescued by the director. It also 

shares with The Wrestler (same year) the old has-been guy alienated from his daughter (like Lear), except that in 

the other film Mickey Rourke stays alienated, where here father and daughter reconcile. The idea of the agent 

whose office is gradually stripped of all its furniture is from Cinderella Man (2005) … I could go on. 

 Charles Durning, as the agent, looks terribly fragile. 

 Reynolds comes to England convinced that he’s going to play Lear with the RSC at Stratford, and, on the 

plane, studies, first the New Arden, then, defeated by its complexity, a sort of York Notes guide to the play. Met 

at Heathrow by the director in her car, he tells her he never talks to the driver: and finds himself some time later 

at the fictional Stratford, Suffolk, in order to rehearse with the village dramsoc. It goes without saying that none 

of the actors even try a Suffolk accent. 

 It’s not at first clear whether it’s Reynolds, or the actor he plays, who can’t act Shakespeare, but by the end 

it’s obviously Reynolds, who (a) hasn’t been directed by either his onscreen or his real director, and (b) can’t be 

bothered. It’s only when the landlady of his B&B, who lusts after him, thinks he’s having another woman, and 

throws him out, that he does the Shakespeare well: his “Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks!” yelled in a real 

thunderstorm, is very good. 

 Would, we wonder, Clint Eastwood or Sly Stallone have managed any better? 

 

――――― 

 

Reynolds’ reaction to the husband who imagines himself wronged, a brewer who withdraws his sponsorship, 

echoes the reported reaction of Robert Atkins, when he resigned from Stratford before being forcibly replaced by 

Barry Jackson: “Flower’s … bitter … is piss!” 

 But I don’t think they knew that. 

 

 

 

 


