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AUTHOR’s NOTE
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Though theatre productions travel to and fro across the Atlantic quite regularly and actors sometimes revisit their old roles in due course, it’s an unusual thing to play King Lear twice within two years in two quite separate productions with two different directors and in two different countries. I thought such a thing was the privilege of John Gielgud’s generation, with his six Hamlets, but now I find it’s come my way. As this book comes out, I am beginning a tour of the UK in a new production of the play directed by Max Webster. However, in the spring of 2014 I played Lear in an American version directed by Arin Arbus for Theatre for a New Audience in New York. In the new staging I think I am the only one who has played their part before, and in the first I was the only foreigner.

I’ve written three books about individual Shakespeare plays and one about Shakespeare at large, but until now I have never wanted to tackle King Lear. The play can feel like a mountain shrouded in mist. Or some grandiose theatrical ritual with a vocabulary to match, albeit with stabs of almost unbearable realism. Or as a relentless machine sustained not so much by its audience’s fascinated collaboration but by some energy drawn from within itself. It’s difficult to do and difficult to write about.

However the experience of working on it with an American and now a European company has suggested to me a way in which such a book might be done. Beneath any text is a pattern of thought, passion and motive which may or may not tally with what the characters are saying. King Lear in Brooklyn offers my educated guess at what could be going on beneath the surface: twelve streams of consciousness in counterpoint with what the characters actually reveal as they struggle to survive a more or less permanent state of emergency.

The reward, I hope, will be to find within the thunderous mass of King Lear all the recognisable human processes of regret and obstinacy, of defiance, anguish and hope, not as a logical sequence but in continual transition, just as they are in life. An unenlightened central character shows, even from the start, intermittent humour and self-knowledge; a pair of his apparently vindictive children doubt themselves, and a third offers

an uncanny image of the father. These people turn out to have a good deal in common with us after all.

My four months in New York brought me new colleagues and some sense of a new direction as well as realising the standard hope of any actor who has done a lot of Shakespeare. King Lear in Brooklyn celebrates, as it happens, a time of great personal happiness, despite one dramatic intrusion of farcical English concerns. If it can also open up what for many people is Shakespeare’s most forbidding tragedy, admired but not always loved, I shall be well satisfied.





INTRODUCTION
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Monday evening, 27th January, 2014

This is how a tree may grow in Brooklyn.

On some sidewalks the roots of the maples have pushed up so hard to find the light that the paving stones have buckled. When such a thing happens, ecology becomes more important than Health and Safety: the roots are removed only when they die and the trees threaten to fall, generally to be replaced by a less aggressive species such as the Callery Pear. Until then, the stones remain fractured and you must look out for yourself. That was my undoing.

As you walk home at night hereabouts you might, as often in New York (or London, or Madrid) develop a radar, simultaneously scanning the ground at your feet for safety and the street in front of you for any commotion ahead. After twenty-four hours in town mine hadn’t been activated; so, hastening home after my first day’s work on a freezing January evening, thinking I must be careful on the ice, I was distracted by a man yelling from the first-floor window of what looked like a flophouse across the street. It was a haunting and, dramatically, a completely realised sound. He seemed to be at the end of his tether, but also comic, like the guy in Network who yells “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take this any more”. It was as if he wanted to murder someone but felt bitterly sorry about it; as if the saddest thing he knew was how angry he was. He sounded like King Lear when Cordelia lets him down.

Shouts like this are not uncommon in New York City. People yell at the desert air or at themselves, and the more threatening or pained it sounds the more, in general, other New Yorkers smile at it. Folks shout on the subway when it’s busy to indicate they need to get past you to get off; they sometimes storm at each other for no very clear reason. But I was so startled by this cry of King Lear’s that I looked across, missed my footing, and down I went, within fifty yards of home, felled by a proud lip of paving-stone, the root of a tree beneath it; not quite impaling myself on the low railings around the tree at the kerb, but giving my ribs, right elbow and both knees a good crack, and myself the aghast, winded feeling that I guessed would either go away in a minute or turn into a coronary. I was surprised, normally

being quick to react if I lose my footing: a lifetime of falling down dead in the line of professional duty has left me aerodynamically quite sound; the knack has, you might say, got into my bones.

In the immediate impact (let’s call it), what struck me (so to speak) was that four years previously, in early 2010, I had found myself lying flat on my back on the carpet of Theatre for a New Audience’s office in Christopher Street in Greenwich Village, while Arin Arbus, a director of considerable talent and, as it happens, personal beauty, sat in a throne behind a great desk (not her style really – in rehearsals she favours yogically cross-legged on the floor), like the chairwoman of some slightly mysterious corporation. I was on the ground that time because I had exceptional sciatica, and lying down in front of the desk was the least agonising position. What the two incidents had in common was King Lear. Arin and I were agreeing that we were intrigued by the sado-masochistic relationship between Cornwall and Regan that leads them to pull out the Earl of Gloucester’s eyes: anyone glancing into the room might have thought we were ourselves rehearsing a Jean Genet play about sexual dominance.

As I now stare into my paving stone, waiting for the outcome, cardiac or structural, my mood is jubilant despite the discomfort. It occurs to me that bright beginnings at Theatre for a New Audience seem generally to be accompanied by some degree of physical pain.

[image: Images]

What had happened in 2010 was this. I was playing in Peter Brook’s Love is my Sin, his dramatisation of a sequence of Shakespeare’s Sonnets for a man, a woman (Natasha Parry) and a musician (Franck Krawczyk). Though it originated at the Bouffes du Nord in Paris, Theatre for a New Audience (henceforward TFANA) were curating it for a season at the Duke on 42nd Street, a tiny theatre nestling among giants: the American Airlines Theatre, the New Victory, the New Amsterdam and the BB King Blues Club. At the first night party I spotted Arin talking about Shakespeare to a group of actors, including John Douglas Thompson – who, it turned out, had played Brutus in The Emperor Jones and Cleopatra’s Antony and would soon be doing Tamburlaine for TFANA, as well as having a large Broadway success as Louis Armstrong in Satchmo. Like an impertinent suitor I asked Jeffrey Horowitz, the Artistic Director of TFANA, who she was, as I wanted to talk to her. It transpired that Arin was his Resident Associate and had done five consecutive Shakespeares for him to considerable acclaim – not only John’s Othello and Macbeth but Much Ado About Nothing, The Taming of

the Shrew and Measure for Measure; she had also done remarkable work with the long-term prisoners at the Woodbourne Correctional Facility in upstate New York on Of Mice and Men. Exactly, I said: I want to find out if we have anything in common.

And a few days later I did, over cake in Le Pain Quotidien in Hudson Street in the West Village. As any male and female Shakespearians are likely to do, we talked about The Taming of the Shrew, that black sheep among Shakespeare’s comedies, with its awkward whiff of misogyny and violence which may or may not mask a deeper, more congenial meaning. I also rambled over my past and present, the changing styles I’d weathered over the last nearly fifty years: ideas that were ahead of their time in the Sixties, ideas that had fallen behind in the Nineties – things I’d changed my mind about and then changed it back again.

Then Arin looked levelly at me across the table and asked me if I realised that the marriage between Othello and Desdemona may never have been consummated, because of the dizzying Cyprus/Venice commute he’s on in the first half of the play; and that in the end Desdemona, worn down, sincerely regrets marrying him and has a half an eye for Lodovico, that “very proper man”, a fact which she half-seriously shares with her confidante Emilia. It hadn’t struck me, and it made perfect sense. This unsentimental appreciation both of the sexual unease of a new, over-occupied older husband aware that he is an outsider, and of a woman more often played as a tiresomely innocent child than as an adult, did it for me. I’d met someone able to tell me something about Shakespeare that I hadn’t thought of.

This being a first date, we agreed that it had been lovely to eat cake but that we hadn’t come to the main point. When a few days later Jeffrey Horowitz mused to Arin that I’d never played Lear, he had called me shortly beforehand and invited me to think – not more than think – about doing just that. In the slightly engineered serendipity of such things – working lives in the theatre operate by a sort of calculated impulse – it was also true that Peter Brook had recently said that it was high time I took it on: a merry battle persists to this day as to which of them really godfathered the idea.

Before I left New York, Arin and I met again, on the occasion when sciatica was the third person in the room, though I forgot about it quite often. What was still clear was that while we very much liked talking and listening to each other and felt we might be good companions on a thing as huge as Lear, we had barely scratched the surface. In particular, Arin didn’t want to be frivolous with my time, since nothing as well as everything might come of it all, and she must continue to mull over the play before

committing herself. She was really saying that she might not yet be ready for Lear, which I took her to mean in terms of life-experience – a most unusual attitude among directors, who will normally do any good play they can get their hands on, and can also be a bit loose-lipped when they express their desire to work with you.

The scrupulousness already invested in our idea meant there was to be no possibility of bad faith. Two and a half years later, just after Hurricane Sandy, I was back in New York for a week’s without-prejudice workshop on the play.

November 2012

ARIN ARBUS

We decided to ask Michael over for a week’s work on King Lear with no strings attached for either of us. I hired a group of actors I knew, and since there was little point in having Michael read anything other than Lear I did what I wouldn’t normally do for a workshop, cast the rest to specific parts as well, though everyone understood this was not to be an audition.

JEFFREY HOROWITZ

In introducing Arin and Michael I was bringing together my past and my present. Many years ago I saw Michael in his company’s seven-play history cycle The Wars of the Roses over three days in Connecticut, and they had made a lasting impression (I’m not even sure if Arin was born then). I hadn’t seen him perform again until Love is my Sin. I couldn’t ensure we would succeed, but I was introducing two people who I knew had the individual talent to realise the play: I knew each of them in ways they didn’t know each other and I also cared about them both. Since there’s an ‘I want’ and an ‘I don’t want’ in any relationship, to be safe each had to be sure there was a connection, and if necessary respect the answer No. In other words, I needed to be a good producer to do King Lear for her, for him and for the play.

RACHEL PICKUP

I did Goneril in the workshop. This was a company I’d been wanting to work with for years, a director I hugely respected and an actor I had very much admired from afar, in fact who had been a part of my life since I was knee-high. It was thrilling on that oh-so-cold November day in 2012 to walk into the studio and immediately have any fear obliterated by both Michael and Arin – easy with each other, easy with the play, with the plans for the week, with all of us. I certainly didn’t consider the workshop as an audition for the ultimate production: though, unusually on such an occasion, we were each being asked to focus on a particular part which we might or might not end up playing. Much of the casting was utterly improbable (a 45-year-old Earl of Gloucester?), so, perhaps intentionally, it didn’t feel like we were even being considered.

I don’t think I‘ve ever felt freer to say what I was thinking: the process was entirely liberating, exploratory, unpressurised. Well, perhaps not for Michael and Arin – they knew a production was going to happen – but for me it was a luxury: nobody watching, our circle of seven people very intimate. We could just think out loud about these characters, from their own viewpoint of course.

And Michael and Arin didn’t make judgments either. Arin started the week saying this is a play about family; that that was what she was interested in, and that every single person in the play has a valid point of view. With Lear there are so many preconceived ideas about who’s good and who’s bad that you have to approach it believing that everyone is true to their own natures. Goneril is the same as the others – flawed, justified, hurting, needy; I saw that she is horribly wronged and that due to some twist in her own nature, she ends up doing terrible wrong as well. I saw this because of the way Arin and Michael set the ball rolling, with no sense that we had to serve our leaders’ vision – quite a rare thing for this play, since not only directors but classical actors at the peak of their craft can become dictators.

Eight months later I was offered the part – the only member of the workshop who was – but rehearsals were not to start for another eight months. So when we finally came to rehearse I had all that Goneril-thought already inside me and knew what I wanted to prove about this woman.

MICHAEL PENNINGTON

Actually the whole thing was something of a subterfuge – to see if Arin and I could do business at all.

I very much like working with American artists on Shakespeare: for all sorts of moving reasons, he is common ground. I once directed in Chicago and my only problem was stopping the actors listening to various experts from the UK, now reinventing their careers Stateside, who wanted to teach the handling of the language the British way. But Jacobean language was inherited by Americans at the same time as us, and their approach now is far less troubled by tradition, or the rejection of tradition, than that of the descendants of John Gielgud, Edith Evans and the rest. Their passionate access to Shakespeare is beyond question (remember Marlon Brando as Mark Antony?); all I ever had to do in Chicago was get the actors sometimes to take their foot off the gas and consider some ironic aside or second thought or momentary hesitation.

Much of this has been unearthed for both us and them by John Barton, acknowledged as the greatest influence on British Shakespearian acting in my lifetime. His gift for Shakespearian comedy in particular, his extraordinary understanding of Shakespeare’s word chemistry, his analysis of how it contradicts and expands and depends on antithesis and irony, has led to his being described as a great Shakespeare swami, Shakespeare’s map-reader, as a Shakespearian brass-rubber, an exemplar of the Elizabethan ideal he admires. And to profound affection. I know him as a friend and colleague and the mentor of a large part of my career; as a provocateur too – when I once told him that I was planning to do Cleopatra’s Antony, he gently ribbed me by saying only an American actor was capable of playing the part, and he wasn’t altogether joking. This is a rebel within
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