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Somewhere in the midst of my forty years of directing Shakespeare’s plays, acting in quite a few of them (never at the same time—directing and acting occupy different parts of the brain, and I find it impossible to be in both states at once), somewhere in the midst of this I realized that the Shakespeare who wrote The Taming of the Shrew was not the same Shakespeare who wrote The Tempest; that the Shakespeare of Henry IV Part 1 was very different from the Shakespeare of Coriolanus; and where a principal difference lay was in Shakespeare’s relationship to his women. The callow youth who penned Shrew undertook a long, arduous, always-seeking journey to become the playwright who wrote The Winter’s Tale.

The development in Shakespeare’s relationship to women was always there in front of me, hidden in plain sight. I wasn’t looking for a pattern to emerge; it came of its own accord. It came because I had done so many of the plays over and over again as actor, director, teacher, and writer. It came because I am a woman, and the women’s parts had always been so alive to me, even one-line servant parts. It came because I often felt antipathy to the women in Shakespeare’s early comedies, I was electrified by the women of the middle plays, and I responded gently to the women of the mature plays. It came because a pattern is there, written into the very fabric of all his work, plays and poems. What happens to the women, how Shakespeare thought about them, what he had them do, what they represented to him, and, finally, how he became one of them, is there. It is written on the page, but it lives principally in performance; it is there to be understood, breathing, alive through the minds and hearts of other people now embodying the scenes.

Over the years, I have struggled with the fate of Kate in The Taming of the Shrew. Each time I have directed it, I have tried to work out an ending that says the words that are in the text but does not send the message to the audience that I think the only way to draw the play to a close is by her happy, willing submission. Shakespeare was compassionate toward Kate, gave her a voice to say how it was for her: “My tongue will tell the anger of my heart, or else my heart concealing it will break.” And yet…and yet I can never reconcile myself to the way in which Petruchio forces her into surrender—starving her, taking her clothes away from her; worse, taking her language away from her, making her lie about what she sees and knows. Living with a man who would do that kills the spirit. Was I supposed to think that their marriage could be a happy one? And, yes, I think the very young Will Shakespeare thought it was a happy ending.

I have plunged into despair as I directed Coriolanus because of the manipulative, relentless bullying of Volumnia, who sends her son to war when he is but a child—and is deeply proud of it. “If my son were my husband,” she says to the wife of her son, “I should freelier rejoice in that absence wherein he won honour than in the embracements of his bed where he would show most love. When yet he was but tender-bodied and the only son of my womb, when youth with comeliness plucked all gaze his way…I, considering how honour would become such a person…was pleased to let him seek danger where he was like to find fame. To a cruel war I sent him….” And she did, and he returned triumphant, a national hero, and now a killing machine. The depiction of Volumnia, written toward the end of Shakespeare’s writing life, is complex, detailed, and accurate, totally without sentiment. And the actions of the play flow seamlessly from the actions of her mind and the upbringing of her son.

One day I was watching a performance of The Tempest from the lawn of Edith Wharton’s home, The Mount, where Shakespeare & Company—the company we founded in 1978—had lived for a couple of decades. I was pulling up the grass on either side of me, watching the actors, catching the nuance of their thoughts, feeling how it was reflected in their words. A courageous, distinctive actor called Midori Nakamura was playing Ariel, naked except for a brief loincloth, with the ability to make herself physically and vocally into either a man or a woman or something else. She had started the performance way above the audience, on the chimney top of The Mount, throwing down thunderbolts from the sky, while The Mount itself became a great ship, cracking in two, sails torn, sailors leaping for their lives, a soundscape of a tempest created by Roger Reynolds which tore into our ears in rending shrieks. And Ariel Midori leapt in ecstasy as she created this magic, mesmerizing the six hundred people watching below. Here was a spirit who should be free, if ever there was one.

At the end of the play, after she has persuaded Prospero not to take revenge upon his enemies but to forgive them, redeem them, when she yet again requests her freedom and finally Prospero keeps his word (having broken it so many times before) and she is freed, she starts her journey away from the audience and the simple stage, and recedes into the woods, huge white pines that Edith Wharton had planted a hundred years ago, and that now stretch into darkness as far as the eye can see.

As Ariel makes this journey, she passes Miranda, Prospero’s daughter, newly in love, newly betrothed, another wild spirit of the island, growing up among nature with only the spirits and Caliban, child of Sycorax, the witch, as playmates. Miranda, too, is making a journey, but in the opposite direction. She is going with her new husband and kings and princes back to civilization, a place she barely remembers. Miranda is also skimpily dressed, but her body, unlike Ariel’s, is covered. Her life will soon change beyond anything she could imagine, as she encounters all the embedded ideas surrounding status, race, class, gender, religion, in a culture that will make her heir apparent to two Italian kingdoms.

When these two women cross each other onstage—one the creative force that allowed Prospero to work all his magic; the other Prospero’s blood, nature’s creative force, the daughter who will now inhabit the power world of princes—I sat there tugging at the grass and scattering it in my lap, listening and watching. I knew I was sensing Shakespeare’s own creative reality under this scene, for nowhere is it in the written text. The women pause for a moment and look back at each other: two halves of one whole, connected yet separate, a moment not recorded anywhere in the words on the page of The Tempest (indeed, they never speak to each other in the play), but alive here, in this present moment of actors on a stage, this particular performance in these particular grounds of Wharton’s house, watched by six hundred, a world that comes out of the dramatic imagination of William Shakespeare, born some 450 years ago.

If you are a director or an actor of his works, you start listening for, looking into, allowing the unwritten alchemy of how human beings behave in one another’s presence to be part of your knowledge of who William Shakespeare is; and why he has lived and is living and will live, as long as human beings are on this planet. This unwritten dramatic alchemy is engendered every time actors and directors create their world of the play. The alchemy lies in the energy and spirits of those artists, how they infect and affect each other, and this collective power spreads out to the audience, and they, too, become a part of it. Nowhere is it written in the text. It is created in the rehearsal space over several weeks, like ripples in a pond, disturbing layers of meaning, churning up pain and laughter, to make a presentation of life. Shakespeare wrote plays that demand an active participation of all the people involved; the way in which he wrote has as a prerequisite the creativity of others. Without the truth of others, the plays do not exist. And every single performance of every single production is a unique collaborative act. Shakespeare’s writing demands and triggers play from the players in the playhouse. This collaborative play is the energy that forms the world the characters live in; Shakespeare’s words are the piercing shafts to drill deep, penetrating the conscious and unconscious minds of the players, the characters, and the audience.

It was somewhere in the midst of watching the world of this particular Tempest, sitting on the lawn, that I thought, “Oh, the Shakespeare who wrote at the end of his life found a way to make the world come into harmony, make it all come right—not simply right, but complexly right, as life is complex, for there are few simple answers in the daily task of living. He made it all come right, and he made it come right through the women.” For when those two women turned and looked at each other, they both knew that they had even larger tasks in front of them, and they had the strength and creativity to do the work, at this moment when they were in touch with their own power.

So different from the Kate in The Taming of the Shrew, written by the youthful Shakespeare, blind to what he didn’t know.

I applied for a Guggenheim so I could take a little time off from running a theatre company full-time and spend some hours in contemplation. Those hours were fifteen years ago—and that year I worked my way through the whole canon in the chronological order in which we think he wrote the plays. I found the title of this book. Or, rather, my husband, Dennis Krausnick, suggested it as we were discussing themes.

Obviously, I was studying the women of Will Shakespeare; I was also understanding their own will to power, the myriad ways they expressed their desires for and fears of power, how they went underground, how they subverted or directly opposed power. Finally, I understood why “will” in Elizabethan English means sexuality or sexual desire, the sexual parts themselves, and how this kind of will played a major part in the actions of the plays, the power or destruction of the women, and why it is, even in this day and age, vitally important that women own their own sexuality on their own terms, that it not be the possession of any other person, culture, or king.

I turned that knowledge first into a performance piece that I could act in by myself, then with one other actor; then into five plays; and finally into this book. I see Shakespeare not just as a theatre person who part-owned, acted, and wrote for a company (not unlike my own) but as an artist who underwent a spiritual journey in which the women became vessels for the truth, one way or another.

From that moment of realization, when I watched the crossing of Ariel and Miranda onstage—an event that occurred spontaneously once in rehearsal and then was officially directed by me, enacted by others—my own perspective shifted. In the rehearsal of The Tempest I had understood something dimly; I had then put it into practice; now I was watching its execution; and from that progression a much larger meaning emerged. It inspired me. I felt a deep desire to chase that meaning, investigate it, follow it, ask other people to discuss its meaning, start looking at it from multiple points of view, let it drop into my own psyche again and again, and see what came up. A thought emerged; a stage action was born. “Ariel and Miranda, they know each other, they have always known each other, they have lived with the sense of each other’s presence for fifteen years on this island. But it is only in this moment of parting that they acknowledge each other. They’ll never see each other again, but they will always travel with each other, take strength from each other. They are vulnerability and the desire to take on the world. They are the manifestation of Shakespeare’s reason for living.” This began my long journey to discover the truth that lay below the surface of the women in Shakespeare—a path that allowed me to see my own life. Eventually, it became the journey of my acting partner, Nigel Gore, and to some extent of our director, Eric Tucker; it also reflected the journey of our theatre company, Shakespeare & Company, and the two people who have stood with me through its thirty-eight-year progression: Kevin Coleman, director of education, and Dennis Krausnick, director of training.

The story of this book is a simple one. It follows the progression of the women in Shakespeare’s plays. Then, from the way in which Shakespeare wrote about women, we follow his spiritual growth. And I have a hope that understanding the spiritual growth of an artist of Shakespeare’s magnitude may provide a road map for the kind of creative action and understanding we need to alter the dangerous course the world is on—for Shakespeare pulled back from the apocalypse of Lear, Coriolanus, and Macbeth and found a way to the regeneration and rebirth of The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest.

It’s a huge canvas; but, then, Shakespeare is a huge soul. He’s played in every part of the world, because he reflects back to people their inner state of knowing. There are usually only two to four women in each of the plays—as opposed to ten to twenty men; women are always the minority, always “other” in some way. I counted. Depending on whether you think fairies are male or female, witches are human or nonhuman (Is Hymen a god or a man? Does the goddess Diana exist, or is she a dream? Is Ariel a man or a woman?), there are nearly a thousand men in the canon, to 160 or thereabouts women and girls. And because the women are never assumed to be the apex of political power (except Cleopatra, of course), the women are always looking at power: either how to acquire some or how to avoid its worst violence, how to circumvent it or how to acquiesce to it, but they must watch it all the time. It is not a neutral subject to them. And of course they never just assume it’s theirs to organize and exploit, as many of the men do. This means that women become skilled observers of power. And often the thoughtlessness of power is visited upon the women, so you can see what a society values by its power structures: if women do not have any overt power, their voices will not be heard, nor what they value in the raising of children, even though they may be the chief caregivers. In these cases, the will to power is very alive to women, because there is no accepted course for them to exert influence. They have to find a way to make an impact on the world of family politics and status. And, ultimately, Shakespeare knew the world would not find proper harmony if the qualities of women and men did not come into balance.

Women have been alive in the minds of writers and actors (until relatively recently, all male, of course) for the two thousand–plus years during which those professions have existed. Women did not get to portray themselves onstage or by pen until 350 years ago, and then only the feisty few who would not be put down. So women as the expression in the unconscious and conscious minds of male artists have been vibrantly alive in the center of most dramatic action; living women rarely had that privilege. This has had several consequences.

Because women are such potent ingredients of men’s imaginations, we see how much power men feel women have over them, and how women must be suppressed, defanged, or idealized in one way or another. How, with Eve, they are often thought to be the root of the evil in the world—which says more about the man or men who wrote that story than about Eve herself. Eve is curious and wants knowledge, not power over others. The other consequence affects the women themselves: both onstage and offstage. Women have two levels of understanding concerning how to behave—one, to behave the way men want them to behave and forget that what they want might be different; two, to find out how they really feel and decide whether or not they are going to act on it! It has taken hundreds of years for women’s voices to be heard and affect the course of human events. In order for the world to find its healthy balance, all women’s voices need to be heard. I do believe artists of depth can portray both sexes—but as far as the history of theatre is concerned, it has been men writing, acting, producing, with women coming late into the game.

Shakespeare broke a mold. After about five years of writing, he saw women as women, including the bind they had been put into. No other playwright, writing before Shakespeare or at the same time as Shakespeare, had ever seen women as women.

You may question whether it is useful to ask why or how Shakespeare was able to do this; that he did it, and that the plays are still spreading their influence, is the most important factor. But the “why” and the “how” do throw light onto the source of Shakespeare’s creativity, and are a major perspective of this book.

Shakespeare was an actor. He used the whole of his body, his voice, his spirit, his sexuality, when onstage. So he wrote as an actor—this is viscerally clear, especially once he hit his stride, from Romeo and Juliet onward. His words are embodied words. He was making plays with the whole of his being. What I hope to do in this book is to write as an actor, as a maker of theatre, as a player in the playhouse.

The scholarship around Shakespeare is awe-inspiring. In many ways, the commentary on his plays, taking place in academia in China, Australia, Japan, South America, India, every university in the United States, to say nothing of Britain and Europe, shows that the desire to understand human nature and decipher great art is palpable in the academy. In fact, the great intellectual tradition to explore the perfectibility of man is alive and well in Shakespeare studies everywhere. But the studier of the play only has one facet of the play to work with—the close reading of the text from an intellectual perspective. The performer of the play wallows in many different textures of psychic mud. And because it is mud, it has a mixture of sounds, smells, touch, unconscious leaps, actions, silences, feelings, that are hard to name. I would not know half the things I know about Shakespeare without my academic brethren; I am forever grateful to them. But it is playing in the playhouse that allows me to go to the depths. I believe Shakespeare’s power came from a whole knowing of body, mind, spirit, and sound, developed through his acting. And, if I am honest, I think it’s knowing him on this level that could really make a difference to our understanding of the world. We try to understand others and live in the world with only part of ourselves present. We develop systems where “profit” is narrowly defined. The whole Shakespeare may wallow, wail, and splat—but it is a body of work that informs the whole human being, and awakens dormant perspectives in our interaction with one another as members of the human race. If the way we know life is too narrow, our satisfaction is too narrow, and thus we are always looking mistakenly for satisfaction elsewhere.

I have directed most of the plays in the canon, but have only performed in seven of them—until we came to put the Women of Will cycle onto the stage. In the cycle (five parts, of course, like this book), we perform chunks of twenty-five of the plays, but touch on thirty-seven in all. Therefore, it is Nigel Gore whom you will hear about most often when I talk about my experience of acting the scenes. Both of us are transplanted Brits, went to theatre schools, and had early careers in Britain before coming to America. We met in 2006, when Nigel joined Shakespeare & Company as an actor.

Though I tell the story of Shakespeare’s development through his writing of women, I will also follow tangents, and underpinnings, and subtexts, reporting on responses from many actors I have directed, my fellow actor in the play version of Women of Will, and the director and designers of Women of Will, creating an associative pattern that will, I hope, get closer to the truth of how Shakespeare created those worlds,* where the essence of life could be revealed—and how women’s voices were essential to the revelation.




* Note: Act, scene, and line numbers refer to The RSC Complete Works.
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THE WARRIOR WOMEN: VIOLENCE TO NEGOTIATION

SCENE 1: Understanding the Structure—Form and Content

The ways in which Shakespeare wrote about women fall roughly into five cycles. I call them five acts because, odd as it may seem, the five cycles resemble the five-act structure in Shakespeare’s plays. This leads me to ask, Do our psyches develop over our lifetimes in five different movements (our minds, not our bodies: our bodies travel through the seven ages of man)—and is that why stories often have five phases?

The five-act structure that Shakespeare used was copied from the Roman plays; it is also the structure followed by most Hollywood film scripts. Try applying what I say to the Alien movies or Star Wars and you will see what I mean.

In Shakespeare’s plays, the first act is always the introduction to the central characters and the basic dilemma they face. This holds true for all his plays, early to late. The earliest plays of Shakespeare come in two categories—English-history plays in the form of Henry VI Parts 1, 2, 3, Richard III, and then three comedies, The Taming of the Shrew, The Comedy of Errors, and The Two Gentlemen of Verona. And then there’s one oddball—Titus Andronicus—a Roman history play that is also a very black comedy, and a tragedy.

In these early plays, history or comedy, the women belong to roughly two types. They are either ferocious, overbearingly assertive, or they are idealized virgins-on-the-pedestal.

In all of the stories, histories and comedies, a constant leitmotif is that our hero has to deal with the harridan, finding a way to neutralize her. Or he has to find his way to woo and win the sweet young thing. The women fight ferociously. Or they learn to hide their true feelings and manipulate, using their attractiveness and modesty. How to deal with the virago women and pursue a proper man’s agenda is the basic dynamic Shakespeare set up in these early plays. You notice how the material breaks down into binaries: It can be this or that. They are like this or that. Not a lot of subtlety here.

So, in Women of Will: Following the Feminine in Shakespeare’s Plays, we establish the principles of our story in the first act, and then the ground changes. Swiftly and dramatically, we are in Act 2. Act 2 in a Shakespeare play is the first testing of our protagonist. Act 2 in Women of Will is a shift in the way the story is told. Our hero no longer sees women as adversaries—he falls deeply and irrevocably in love with them. And the women are no longer projections of a man’s imagination; they are full human beings. In fact, both men and women fall in love so profoundly that they understand love as the great sexual/spiritual merging, out of which a new world order could appear. This story, beginning with Love’s Labour’s Lost, finds its full expression in Romeo and Juliet, its comic version in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, its kabbalistic form in The Merchant of Venice, and its expression between everyday middle-aged, middle-class lovers in Much Ado About Nothing. It’s a theme that never leaves the canon: it gets smashed up in Troilus and Cressida. Antony and Cleopatra is its last full-blown expression.

What is clear in this sexual/spiritual merging is that women and men can only love each other to this profound depth if there is absolute parity between them. I don’t mean in worldly terms: I mean in inner, psychic terms. If there is an inequality of status in the lovers’ minds, then true love is not possible.

But, of course, in real life, in the outside world, women do not have equality. They have been judged inferior to men—Adam’s rib, his helpmate—with no soul of their own. This has been so since the beginning of Western civilization. Women may have been potent characters in plays by Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles, but in classical Greek life, women were not allowed to leave their houses (except to go to the well or on certain feast days). Their names on all legal documents appear as “the daughter of so and so” or “the wife of so and so.” They had almost no rights—“She is my goods, my chattels,” as Petruchio says of Kate two thousand years later (Taming of the Shrew, 3.2, 220). And with the advent of Christianity we began the debate as to whether women had souls in their own right or whether they were an “add-on” to their husbands or fathers. What is clear is that the mother of Jesus had to be both a virgin and totally lacking in sexual desire. And she is the model for all women.

By the time we get to Shakespeare’s era, a widow would automatically inherit a third of her husband’s possessions if he died (but those possessions became her new husband’s if she remarried). Women probably had souls (but it was still being debated), and a woman was a monarch. But in neither classical Greece nor Elizabethan England could a woman portray a woman onstage. So for Shakespeare to declare that men and women are equal, both have souls, those souls merge in passionate sexual bonding, and out of that a new order can appear, was a radical statement. It leads to the huge turmoil of the third act of our cycle.

It also means that the playwright hero of Women of Will had actually changed, both in his thinking and in his ability as an artist. He was no longer the thoughtless man inhabiting the early plays—but a man who now had the courage to fall in love and to point to the frame within which women are forced to live. Whether he was writing as Romeo or Benedick or Antony, the fact is that Shakespeare himself was brave enough to change, to undergo an internal journey that means his heroes have the capacity for self-reflection as well as for fighting a battle or giving pleasure to others. And the women are full partners with the men. The artist Shakespeare inhabited the women’s world with as much depth as he did the men’s.

If women have full agency, if they speak, they feel, their intelligence is keenly aware, then what happens as they come up against the institutional structures that deny that this is true? If the church, the government, the educational system, the law, the money-wielding people, even the theatre maintain that women have no rights, what do the women do?

Well, in the middle section of Shakespeare’s writing life, Act 3, they take it on: all endeavor to tell the truth about what they see and hear. They are courageous. Sooner or later, they step out. We are talking about the women in As You Like It, Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Measure for Measure, Othello, Twelfth Night. If they stay in their frocks and tell the truth, they are killed or kill themselves. If they disguise themselves as men, they are responded to as men; they can own their voices and authority, and others respond to their ideas and influence. This is also true if they are nuns or have to be respected because they are in deep mourning—and have no male relatives to whom they must answer! But whichever way you look at it, telling the truth about what they see and hear is an extreme journey. Act 3 in a Shakespeare play is always where the opposing forces line up against one another, with the threat of great violence, inner and outer. And you could say that the hero of our journey was pushing his writing imagination to extremes in order to understand the gravity of the situation these women find themselves in. It looks as if salvation may be at hand—but as in all good scripts, just as you think it can work out (the evil force has been killed), then all your assumptions are smashed. And we come to the fourth act. And, as in all fourth acts, all hell breaks loose.

The women in the Women of Will fourth act are not interested in truth; they are interested in power. They stay in their frocks and they take what they want, just as the men do. They want power, status, respect, economic wealth. I am talking about the eldest daughters in Lear, Lady Macbeth, Volumnia in Coriolanus. And the result is horrendous, for everyone. The country is engulfed in war, love has very little voice, and suffering abounds. It is a dark, dark picture. The absence of women to express compassion, care, the binding ties of relationships, alternate viewpoints, tips a society into fascism, repression, and despair. Our writer of these stories is also questioning the efficacy of acting, one of his two art forms.

Always Act 4 of a Shakespeare play is a cliffhanger. Will the forces of good or evil prevail? In Act 4 in the development of Shakespeare’s women, the answer is obvious. If we stay on this course, with both men and women grabbing for themselves, then the whole world will be destroyed by greed, desire for dominance, love of status, suppression of others.

Shakespeare went to the brink and saw that the future was not good. In the fifth act, he changed the story completely. The same desire for dominance—the my-way-or-the-highway energy—of our male protagonists is still present at the top of the play, but then a different tale is told. Shakespeare found a way out. (In the fifth act of a Shakespeare play, one of two things happens: everyone either gets killed—a tragedy—or married—a comedy.) But in Women of Will Act 5, the daughters redeem the father’s mistakes. The women once again seek a way to counteract the mostly male drive to power—and this time they succeed. They succeed by strengthening women’s ways of knowing; they succeed by working with one another and with a few good men; they succeed because in the end the artist is on their side. They are the power of Ariel and Miranda, acknowledging each other and going forward to a new world in The Tempest. The insight of the artist is matched with the tenacious vulnerability of the women and a willingness to change in the men, and, finally, the story comes right. It gives a map to balance the forces of power and love, to find true satisfaction and surrender to life. It takes two generations to do it—but it can be done.

The through-line of the story of the five acts is of course the struggle in Shakespeare’s psyche and his relationship to women: what they meant to him in his imagination, how much they took over his creative mind, where they guided him in the end.

It is the story of a man who lived, acted, wrote, part-owned a theatre, who put his body and mind through every atrocity and ecstasy, every embarrassing, humiliating situation; who used language to make clear what he understood, but also language that expands the mind and triggers creative energy for other people (actors, yes, but anyone who takes on the plays with an open mind and a sensitive body), a language that actively generates the ability to think and feel, and generates thoughts and feelings in others. A creator of individual and collective knowledge, sourced by Shakespeare and built by and through the imaginations of many participants.

Of course, the theme of man/woman relationship wasn’t the only theme Shakespeare was exploring. There are many others. While he was in the midst of following the sexual and the spiritual, for example, he wrote three plays deeply concerned with the very male idea of honor—especially honor in battle—Henry IV Part 1, Henry V, and King John. Later in the canon, honor as a theme vies with the mother/son struggle for power in Coriolanus. Lamentation—a way of expressing grief about death, and the psychic integration of the death of loved ones—makes strong appearances in Richard III, King John, Hamlet, Winter’s Tale. The nature of government, the “right” of kings, dominates Richard II, Henry IV Part 2, Julius Caesar, Macbeth, Hamlet (Hamlet is about almost everything). A shifting world paradigm lives in Hamlet, Cymbeline, As You Like It, and so on. I am not claiming that the developing relationship between men and women (or the masculine and feminine, if you prefer it that way—for it is about balancing, matching, and developing masculine and feminine qualities) is the only worthy theme in the plays and poems—that would be ridiculous. If you look at the whole canon, a pattern can be perceived through the man/woman relationships which gives us a sense of Will Shakespeare’s consciousness, and a consciousness of how women have been regarded by those with overt power, how they are regarded now, and how possibly we might change for the good of all in the future.

If I am talking about a play and I have left out what is to you the most important aspect of that play, I apologize in advance. My firsthand experience of why a certain point (beyond the man/woman relationships) is the most important revelation in that particular play is alive to me. Shakespeare’s ability to reveal us to ourselves in hundreds of different ways is staggering. I am not saying a different theme doesn’t exist; it simply isn’t relevant to the thread I am following.

We live in a world of right/wrong, good/bad, dominance/submission, mine/not mine, me/other, have/have not. We stumble upon a world where that is no longer true, and through active love we find we are the other. That knowledge recasts the story that has been told since 800 B.C., and the women endeavor to break through the power structures. For a short interlude, women want the same kind of power as the men, and this results in a decimated world. Finally, the artist and the young women join together with the witch and a few good men and point the way to a new order.

Or, in semi-haiku form:


Blindness, ecstatic love,

Fighting the fight

Unending misery, light.



Or:


To be or not to be: that is the question.



SCENE 2: Which Came First

We don’t really know exactly which plays Shakespeare wrote first—and it only matters to us in this story because we are trying to map his relationship to women and how it progresses. Did he write the history plays first, slotting the odd comedy in between? Did the comedies come first, because he was mostly stealing the plots from other well-known sources, and he knocked them off pretty quickly, before attempting the larger task of four successive history plays, the events and stories taken from Edward Hall’s and Raphael Holinshed’s chronicles and Thomas More’s Richard III?

Several scholars think that he wrote Henry VI Parts 2 and 3 before he wrote Part 1. The plays originally had different titles, and it was only later, when he wrote Part 1, that they were put under the rubric of Henry VI and thus became a trilogy. From a theatrical point of view, that idea doesn’t make much sense, because the development of the character and plot starts in Part 1 and clearly builds upon the earliest work. To which the response is “Oh well, he went back and amended the scripts later so they would make a coherent whole.” For much of his life, Shakespeare reworked his plays.

I think it’s good to learn what we can from these early plays as a whole and not bother too much about exact order. That said, through doing the plays many times, I have gotten the idea that Shakespeare began Henry VI Part 1 while he was still in school. It is stuffed full of fights, and the dialogue between the men is all bombast and pontificating, very little actual human interaction—that only happens when the women appear. I think he liked writing orations and speeches over dead bodies—as he had been taught in school—and he loved the battles and deeds of derring-do! He acted them out with all his schoolmates. These plays then became his workbook—this was how he learned to write plays. And the skill and structure of Parts 2 and 3 are so superior to Part 1 that, though they may have been performed in the London theatre before Part 1, I intuitively feel he wrote them consecutively. And Richard III is superior to them all not because of the structure of the play, but because his ability to draw character in all the protagonists had grown so immensely. In the characters of Richard and Margaret, he was truly beginning to understand the darker forces in the human soul—and probably perceiving them in himself.

SCENE 3: The Comedies


The Taming of the Shrew, The Comedy of Errors,

The Two Gentlemen of Verona



The plot of The Taming of the Shrew is relatively straightforward: There are two sisters; the older, Kate, is a whirling dervish, a harridan, and a shrew. And her younger sister, Bianca, is a sweet, pretty thing. They both have generous dowries, and their father is keen to marry them off. (No mother is ever mentioned.) Problem is, no one wants to marry Kate. And Baptista, their father, has said he won’t allow Bianca to marry until Kate is safely settled. He doesn’t want to be stuck at home with her. Many men are vying for Bianca’s hand, and they are all terrified of Kate. Enter impecunious Petruchio, looking for a rich wife. He’s not frightened of a woman; he’s fought in battle and knows how to tame the enemy. Bianca’s suitors give him money to woo Kate, which he willingly agrees to do. Before he even sees her, he tells the audience directly how he’s going to deal with her.


I’ll attend her here,

And woo her with some spirit when she comes.

Say that she rail, why then I’ll tell her plain

She sings as sweetly as a nightingale.

Say that she frown, I’ll say she looks as clear

As morning roses newly washed with dew.

Say she be mute and will not speak a word,

Then I’ll commend her volubility,

And say she uttereth piercing eloquence.

If she do bid me pack, I’ll give her thanks,

As though she bid me stay by her a week.

If she deny to wed, I’ll crave the day

When I shall ask the banns, and when be married.

But here she comes, and now, Petruchio, speak.

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW (2.1, 166–79)



They meet. Perhaps they are attracted to each other—most productions set it up that way; otherwise what follows is too hard to swallow. (I still find it hard to swallow no matter how you play it.) Verbally, they are evenly matched. Petruchio doesn’t run away from Kate, which most other men do. At one point Kate gets fed up with the sparring and tries to leave. Petruchio insults her with sexual innuendo. She socks him. They fight more ferociously. Her father is returning, and Petruchio tells Kate he’s going to marry her, no matter what she wants. (You can see why Burton and Taylor had such success with these roles.)

Baptista betroths his daughter. Kate seems to want to do it. (Shakespeare doesn’t give her any words at this point; the actor playing Kate has to decide what makes most sense. In my first production, forty years ago, the actor playing Kate—the scrappy, honest Susan Kingsley—screamed, but Petruchio slapped his hand over her mouth, and everyone else onstage laughed in delight.) When the marriage party gets to the church, it seems as if Petruchio isn’t coming. Then, when he eventually turns up, he’s dressed outrageously, drags Kate into the church, abuses the clergy; when they come out, he refuses to go to the reception but drags her off to his house, a day or two’s horse ride away. Once there, he starves her of food, won’t let her sleep, slashes her clothes, and generally treats her like an animal whose spirit he is determined to break. Which he does.


She ate no meat today, nor none shall eat.

Last night she slept not, nor tonight she shall not.

As with the meat, some undeservèd fault

I’ll find about the making of the bed,

And here I’ll fling the pillow, there the bolster,

This way the coverlet, another way the sheets.

Ay, and amid this hurly I intend

That all is done in reverend care of her,

And in conclusion she shall watch all night,

And if she chance to nod I’ll rail and brawl

And with the clamour keep her still awake.

This is a way to kill a wife with kindness,

And thus I’ll curb her mad and headstrong humour.

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW (3.3, 160–72)



Then he turns to the audience and says:


He that knows better how to tame a shrew,

Now let him speak. ’Tis charity to show.

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW (3.3, 173–74)



So we all become culpable in his taming.

When they are on their way back to the father’s house, he tells her the sun is the moon, and when she finally acquiesces, he says she’s lying. Then Petruchio’s friend advises her to “say as he says, or we will never go.” Most productions let this be a game between Kate and Petruchio; she is finally able to get with the program: “I will pretend to be what he wants.” This has never sat well with me, for it is the strategy of every conqueror to take away the language of the conquered. And as we all know, if you don’t have language, you have a difficult time knowing who you are. When Nigel and I play this scene, he drags me around with his belt around my neck as a dog collar. Nigel says he feels a great surge of testosterone—an “Aren’t any of you going to stop me?” attitude toward the audience.

Bianca, in the meantime, has identified the man she wants, has abandoned all the others, and secretly marries her love. She long ago learned how to use language to manipulate her father, her suitors, and even herself.

At the end of the play, the shrew is tamed, and the sweet young thing has got her way. All good fun. Under the guise of comedy, the most horrible acts are perpetrated on a woman. It’s a nightmare, because the sexism is so completely accepted—it is simply “the way it is.” Nowhere is it questioned.

The Comedy of Errors, written maybe a year later, breaks down into the same kind of pattern. Adriana, the elder sister, married to Antipholus of Ephesus, is tormented by jealousy, because she thinks her husband is off with another woman (he is), and she yells and screams about it. Her younger sister, Luciana, tut-tuts, tells her sister to be sweet and mild and to obey her husband, because women’s obeying men is the natural order of the world.


Why, headstrong liberty is lashed with woe.

There’s nothing situate under heaven’s eye

But hath his bound in earth, in sea, in sky.

The beasts, the fishes, and the wingèd fowls

Are their males’ subjects and at their controls.

Man, more divine, the master of all these,

Lord of the wide world and wild wat’ry seas,

Indued with intellectual sense and souls,

Of more pre-eminence than fish and fowls,

Are masters to their females, and their lords.

Then let your will attend on their accords.

THE COMEDY OF ERRORS (2.1, 15–25)



Now, the plot of The Comedy of Errors is taken from a Roman play, the Menaechmi by Plautus, which Shakespeare probably performed in Latin in grammar school. But the character of Luciana is Shakespeare’s own invention, and the words he put in her mouth depict the accepted power structure. It is the “natural” order of things, ordained by God, and so any woman who thinks otherwise is disobeying divine law. Men have intellectual sense; women don’t. Men have souls; women don’t. In the animal kingdom, all females obey the males. Humans should follow suit.

Shakespeare himself must have thought this. We know his early life was conventional. He got married at eighteen; his wife, Anne, was twenty-six. She became pregnant during their trothplight. They married and had three children. But we never hear one thing about her. She’s a blank. His wife clearly was meant to follow the rules. We have to assume that she did—or certainly did nothing that would attract public attention to her.

The Comedy of Errors is obviously a comedy, so it all works out: Adriana promises to shut up and is rewarded with a jewel for being good, and Luciana falls in love with Antipholus’s twin brother (the soaps were not the first to discover how useful identical twins are in drama). It is a tightly structured play, delightful to perform; it always earns good box office, and is over in about two hours. It shows Shakespeare as a master of form—form that uses the idea that women are either harridans or sweet young things.

The Two Gentlemen of Verona is a little different. Our heroine, Julia, dresses up as a boy to follow her love, only to find her betrothed has fallen for another woman and has abandoned her entirely. Julia is not as ferocious as either Kate or Adriana, but she does have to be “dealt with.” Silvia, in the meantime, is not quite the virgin-on-the-pedestal that either Bianca or Luciana is—but she is literally locked up at the top of a tower so she can be worshipped only from below! The main theme of Two Gentlemen is the friendship between men, and the real shocker comes at the end of the play. Proteus has betrayed his friend Valentine by doing everything in his power to steal Silvia from him. (Meanwhile, the women perform a couple of real acts of friendship toward each other.) When the men reconcile at the end of the play, as an act of friendship Valentine offers Silvia to Proteus. And the women are right there onstage. It’s a staggering act of arrogance and insensitivity—no director ever knows what to do with it. What it shows about Will Shakespeare is that he was deeply interested in the friendship between men (an idea much alive in ancient Greece, medieval literature, and Paul Newman–and–Robert Redford movies; maybe such friendship existed between Shakespeare and the actor Richard Burbage, or Shakespeare and Richard Field, the publisher). But women he saw as chattels, something that could be offered in the quest for a “higher” good, the friendship between men.

All three plays are extreme in their treatment of women—and show how women should be treated by fathers and lovers, the backbone of the plot.

Shakespeare ameliorated the violence of The Taming of the Shrew a little by making it a play within a play. He set the “real” event in a pub just outside Stratford. For both Shakespeare and Burbage, who was also born in Stratford and was playing Petruchio, this could have been a frat-boy in-joke—the pub was probably notorious in life, one where the teenage lads liked to hang out and tease the local drunk. (Did Shakespeare write this even before he got to London?) The lord of the manor and his men come in; then a troupe of players turn up and are hired to play a practical joke on the drunk. The Taming of the Shrew is the lord’s idea of having fun with inebriated Christopher Sly. Let’s make him think he is a lord, and the real lord’s page can be his lady. There’s much presenting of painting (a Burbage idea?—he was a painter as well as an actor in real life), and questions about what is reality, who is what sex, and other silly goings-on. All this reminds me very much of teenage high energy, but not too much deep thinking taking place here. Similarly, The Comedy of Errors has a frame of a father trying to find his lost son and one son trying to find his twin brother. And the mother and wife of this family appears as the Abbess at the end—and she sorts it all out.

These plays, with their farcical humor, crude jokes, and simplistic attitudes about sex and relationships between men and women, have endured, Shrew and Comedy more than Two Gents. When I was just beginning in the theatre, I played Luciana for about a year—and I loved it. I didn’t think much about it, either. And wherever we went, audiences loved it. Ian Richardson was my Antipholus, and I secretly loved him, too. It’s only with age that I see the play differently. And, with age, Shakespeare wrote a very different play about twins: Twelfth Night. In The Comedy of Errors, all the twins are the same sex—an excuse for sex with the wrong person, beating the wrong servant. In Twelfth Night, the twins are of opposite sexes (as Shakespeare’s own twins, Hamnet and Judith, were), and Shakespeare’s depth of understanding fed into insights about love and sexuality that are profoundly moving.

What we can say about the young Shakespeare is that he was a terrific comedy writer, high-spirited and unapologetic. And he knew hardly anything about women. There’s a glimpse of his treating them like real human beings here and there, but that didn’t particularly interest him. He was more interested in jokes and verbal games and violence, whether men hitting women, or masters hitting slaves.

SCENE 4: Joan

Violence, of course, is the backbone of all the Henry VI plays and culminates in a huge bloodbath in Richard III. So let’s turn to the English histories now. He probably wrote the history cycle and the comedies in the same time frame—though if I had to put money on it, my theatrical self says Henry VI Part 1 was indeed the first play he ever wrote. As I said before, it feels to me as if he started writing it when he was still a schoolboy, or perhaps shortly after he left school. He borrowed the form from the Iliad or Caesar’s Gallic Wars (which he would have studied in school, in Latin). The plays have a huge idea behind them—the founding of England—but very little stagecraft. He introduced and dismissed characters almost at random; he loved the big fights and individual outbreaks of violence, of which there are something like thirty-six just in Part 1; and people declaim ideas or take actions with little buildup or motivation other than the obvious.

The story of the Henry VI plays comes mostly from Edward Hall’s chronicle, The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancastre and York, published about fourteen years before Shakespeare’s birth. The story of Joan of Arc, the first woman to appear in the canon (if indeed Henry VI Part 1 is Shakespeare’s first play), comes from Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, a version of which appeared in 1577 (when Shakespeare was thirteen years old), and the full-blown thing in 1587—the year Shakespeare could have been working on it in hope of its first professional production. Ideas are years in the making, wandering around in the unconscious mind, looking for a local habitation and a name, until, suddenly, they come out in a concrete form. (I wrote my first play when I was eleven years old—about a woman highwayman, and how she got away by leaping off the stage. No one had ever leapt off the stage in my school; how she fooled everyone and was doing good really. I have been living a comic version of that story ever since.) In the story of Part 1, the noble English are trying to hold on to their rightfully owned territory of France. But the perfidious French think up many cunning ways to defeat them. They never fight honorably. Mostly it’s this cunning witch called Joan who leads the fight on behalf of the French. Eventually, the noble Duke of York burns her at the stake—but she curses him and his country, and the curse comes true, and that’s the story of the next two Henry VI plays.

When you write for the theatre, the play gets embodied in its first concrete form by an actor, and the writer and actor rework and re-embellish the idea and find its dramatic tension. The ideas, interpreted by audiences invited specifically to test out the play, gain life and vitality and insight with each new iteration. Today in the United States we go through draft after draft of a play before it reaches its final form—readings, workshops, invited audiences, maybe twelve to twenty reworkings before it’s pronounced ready for production. The extent to which actors and playwrights collaborated, writers co-wrote, actors were writers, ideas were stolen and made into new plays—all this leads me to believe the Elizabethans built plays through the same kind of practice (which is why “newly worked and amended” appears often on title pages).

Back to our story of the Henry VI plays. The English think they own France. This is how it happened. The two countries have been kind of united since 1066, when the Duke of Normandy, William, conquered England. He made London the headquarters for himself and his heirs, and they ruled both countries from there. Aristocratic Englishmen quickly learned to speak French, the English legal system became French, and the English and Norman aristocracy intermarried. Ordinary folks talked about eating “lamb,” but the posh folks said “mutton,” and gradually everyone forgot that it was France (well, a part of what became France) that had conquered England: instead, England now believed it owned France. Fast-forward eighty-six years from the Conquest: Henry II of England married Eleanor of Aquitaine (Peter O’Toole and Katharine Hepburn in the movie The Lion in Winter). Now England owned even more of the Continent, in the form of Aquitaine. Europe was involved in a load of disastrous crusades, Christian kings going to fight the Muslim infidel, of whom one English king, Richard the Lionheart (Henry II’s son), is the best-known example. However, Richard was never in England, or maybe once. He was usurped by his youngest brother. John was the bad king reigning while Robin Hood lived in Sherwood Forest and the basis of democracy, the Magna Carta, was signed. King John was a later Shakespeare play. John was succeeded by his son Henry III, who had a long, dull reign. Henry III’s great-great-great-grandson was Richard II (a Shakespeare play again), who was usurped by his cousin Henry Bolingbroke (we’ve skipped over three Edwards and the Black Prince). Bolingbroke became Henry IV (and worthy of two plays by Shakespeare). His son Henry V stopped civil war in England by going to France and getting back all the lands once owned by the descendants of William the Conqueror, at the Battle of Agincourt. Then Henry V died. His baby son inherited when he was a few months old—and the English were desperately trying to hold on to France. This royal family was called the Plantagenets. There were now two branches of the family, the House of York and the House of Lancaster. Sometimes they supported each other and sometimes they didn’t—but they were all agreed that they were the kings of England and France. And the French no longer agreed.

Now you are caught up. In Shakespeare’s time, the literate subjects of England would know this story, because they would have read the chronicles. Most people would know the general gist—a bit better or a bit worse than American teenagers know the story of the Founding Fathers, or European teenagers know the causes of the First World War.

Shakespeare started the play Henry the Sixth Part 1 with the death of the great English warrior hero Henry V. France is getting restless again. The French king who was defeated at Agincourt handed his daughter Katherine over to Henry V in marriage, which means the Dauphin has been denied his heritage. Henry VI, Henry V’s heir, is a teenager at this point (in Shakespeare’s story—in life, he was twenty-three), simple, spiritual, but with no “manly man” qualities.

England is being led by valiant Bedford and valiant Talbot. The French are an effete lot who normally would not have a chance against the English, but a young woman has appeared who says she’s from God and is going to lead them to victory.

I like to think Joan of Arc was the first woman Shakespeare ever wrote about, partly because Shakespeare’s depiction of her changes so much over the course of the play, and we see Shakespeare himself more clearly because of that. In the first scene in which she appears, she is just like a young Warwickshire girl—she looks after sheep, is forthright, knows her business, and is full of spiritual inspiration. In fact, she’s wonderful—and Shakespeare appeared to think so, too! She is the most interesting, least clichéd character so far. The Dauphin plays a trick on her when she first appears, making Reignier, King of Naples, Duke of Anjou (more of him later), pretend to be Dauphin in his stead. Joan isn’t in the least fooled. She calls the Dauphin out, and tells him what she wants.


Dauphin, I am by birth a shepherd’s daughter,

My wit untrained in any kind of art.

Heaven and our Lady gracious hath it pleased

To shine on my contemptible estate.

Lo, whilst I waited on my tender lambs,

And to sun’s parching heat displayed my cheeks,

God’s mother deignèd to appear to me,

And in a vision full of majesty,

Willed me to leave my base vocation

And free my country from calamity.

Her aid she promised, and assured success….

My courage try by combat, if thou dar’st,

And thou shalt find that I exceed my sex.

Resolve on this: thou shalt be fortunate,

If thou receive me for thy warlike mate.

HENRY VI PART 1 (1.2, 72–82, 89–92)



She inspires the Dauphin, too. They buckle in single combat, she beats him, and he instantly falls in love with her.


Was Mahomet inspirèd with a dove?

Thou with an eagle art inspirèd then…

Bright star of Venus, fall’n down on the earth,

How may I reverently worship thee enough?

HENRY VI PART 1 (1.2, 140–41, 144–45)



You





















































SCENE 5: Margaret












































































































































SCENE 6: Elizabeth




































































































































SCENE 7: The Drive to Make Plays



























AN INTERLUDE: The Plague Years
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