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To business that we love we rise betime

And go to’t with delight.

Antony and Cleopatra (Act 4 Scene 4)
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                                                Soul of the age!

The applause, delight, the wonder of our stage!

My Shakespeare, rise!

Ben Jonson
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Introduction

Man cannot live by Bard alone.



Or so the actor Donald Sinden, once said. But I seem to have done pretty much that.

As I step down as the sixth Artistic Director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, and prepare to direct the last play in the First Folio, to celebrate its 400th anniversary, I have the satisfaction of being able to say I have produced every single play in that miraculous book.

While I have directed the work of other writers, too – including Shakespeare’s seventeenth-century contemporaries from Ben Jonson to Aphra Behn; classics by Beckett, Wilde, Coward, Miller, O’Neill and Stoppard; new work from Edward Bond, David Edgar, Biyi Bandele and Derek Walcott; and even the odd musical – Shakespeare has been a constant. If J. Alfred Prufrock (in T.S. Eliot’s poem) measured out his life with coffee spoons, I have measured mine in Shakespeare plays.

This book is not a manual about how to direct Shakespeare, but rather my own personal experience of working on his plays, and what I have learnt along the way; of the many amazing people I have been lucky enough to work with and what they taught me; of the roads travelled; how life-events sometimes intervened, and how Shakespeare often helped articulate and explain those moments.

My passport came up for renewal in 2016, the quatercentenary of Shakespeare’s death. I was delighted to discover that a 3D watermark of Shakespeare’s face is embedded on every visa page of the new passport.

Shakespeare runs like a watermark through my career, and through all the work of the RSC, constantly present, identifying a standard of excellence and inspiring us to achieve it.

Shakespeare has been a passport through my life. This book is an account of that journey.

Greg Doran
Artistic Director, Royal Shakespeare Company
Stratford-upon-Avon, April 2022
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Romeo and Juliet: A Prologue

– 1979: The Poor Players. National Tour summer.


O, I am fortune’s fool!


It’s the opening night of my production of Romeo and Juliet, at the Mayfair Theatre in London, and Romeo has just fainted. It’s 1979, and I am twenty years old.

It’s the start of Act Three, and in these hot days in the square in Verona, the mad blood is stirring. That king of cats, Tybalt, has just accused Mercutio of sleeping with Romeo, and prompted a fight in which Mercutio is killed. Romeo flies at Tybalt, stabs him to death, and prompted by Benvolio flees, exiting downstage left.

A scene later, in Friar Laurence’s cell, I can’t understand what is happening. The Friar seems to be holding Romeo up, and Romeo seems to have forgotten his lines, and is muttering the tirade incomprehensibly. When the nurse enters and asks where Romeo is, the friar tells her: ‘There on the ground, with his own tears made drunk.’

Drunk? Can it be that Romeo with all the nerves surrounding this performance has actually got pissed? Unfortunately, unbeknownst to me, exiting from the previous scene with the line ‘O, I am fortune’s fool!’ Romeo had crashed straight into the wall in the wings, knocked his head and passed out. Somehow, with the friar’s help, he makes it through the scene.

This is only one of a catalogue of disasters that haunts that night. Some misunderstanding that morning meant we had not been able to get into the theatre to prepare for our glittering gala one-off performance. When we did get in, the set did not fit on the stage, and had to be swivelled round by thirty degrees. There had been no time to rehearse, no time to do the lighting, or even run through the fights properly.

We are an ambitious student company, and have invited any number of influential arts folk to attend our debut. But as the two hours traffic of our stage threatens to drag on closer to four, I see all our hopes draining away. My sister Jo is sitting next to me. She slips a reassuring hand into mine. By the time the show finishes, I have nearly wrung it off.

‘That’s it,’ I thought, ‘it’s the end of my career.’

*    *    *

Why is it that the first day of any rehearsal is like the first day at school?

I have been in that room, on that first nervous morning, for every single Shakespeare play.

And it is always the same.

Actors shuffle in, clutching their coats, looking for a spare chair on which to deposit their bags, half expecting one of the stage management to inform them they are in the wrong room, or possibly (depending on how acute their particular imposter syndrome is), that there has been some mix up, and though they auditioned, they haven’t actually been cast in the play at all.

Everybody seems to know everybody else, and have cups of coffee which they knew where to find. Escape still seems a viable option until someone finally closes the door.

Eventually you realize that the first day of rehearsal is merely a way of getting to the second day of rehearsal.

As an early exercise, I like to use the opening of Romeo and Juliet. The 14-line prologue acts as a trailer to the play. No matter what stage of your career you are at, this session breaks down barriers and acts as a leveller.

It’s part of something we call the Shakespeare Gym, a regular space in the rehearsal time that is devoted to the exercise of your Shakespeare muscles. It provides a chance to limber up, wrap your mouth around the verse and have a bit of fun, while building up the stamina and dexterity required to deliver that 400-year-old text. It helps to achieve that balance of concentration and relaxation that is at the heart of the craft of acting.

You sometimes hear a suppressed groan as the text of the sonnet is handed round, because the piece is so familiar. But there are some surprises in store for even the most seasoned actor. Those fourteen lines contain within them pretty much all the basics you need to know to speak Shakespeare’s verse, or rather how to detect the clues he has given you in order to make the audience listen.

I always preface the session by insisting that no question is too stupid, because what you want to ask, someone else on the other side of the circle has been wondering about as well.

Here is the prologue as it is printed in the Quarto edition. For some reason it is left out of the Folio.


Two households, both alike in dignity,

In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life;

Whose misadventured piteous overthrows

Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.

The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love,

And the continuance of their parents’ rage,

Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove,

Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage;

The which if you with patient ears attend,

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.


So, what do we know? It’s a sonnet. It has fourteen lines, essentially three quatrains (four lines each) with an ABAB rhyme scheme and it ends with a rhyming couplet.

And it’s in iambic pentameter. That makes the metre sound more complicated than it is. It’s very simple. Five di-dums. A light stress followed by a heavy one, repeated five times per line. And those ten beats can encapsulate and convey a simple parcel of information, just enough for the audience to take in, in one go.

I have noticed this recently watching wildlife documentaries on TV. Have you noticed how the narration is often broken up into short readily-understandable phrases? In a documentary about penguins near the South Pole: ‘The sun won’t rise again, until the spring.’ Often these phrases are ten or eleven beats long, a natural human breath. ‘Hippos have relatively good night-vision.’ You can quickly become obsessed. Some are actually iambic pentameters: ‘These chimps have learned to use grass stems as tools.’

In the gym session, we start by reading the prologue in unison, generally the most boring delivery of the text imaginable. Then we pick out the meaning. Each person in turn reads a line out loud and then paraphrases it in their own words. This is pretty straightforward. There may be some questions around words like ‘mutiny’, ‘misadventured’ and the precise meaning of ‘civil’, why it is repeated, and whether it means the same thing both times.

Shakespeare’s two invented conjunctions ‘star-cross’d’ and ‘death-mark’d’ always prompt interesting discussion about what images they conjure. ‘Star-cross’d’ suggesting fated or doomed by the malign influence of the heavens, or perhaps even physically stopped in their tracks by the stars barring their way. ‘Death-mark’d’ summoning up the crosses slashed in red paint on the doors of houses visited by the plague in Elizabethan London, leading to the cruel isolation of the entire household, doomed to die together.

But the revelation comes when the actor paraphrases the second half of the line: ‘A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life’. Nine times out of ten they will say ‘the lovers commit suicide’.

If you reverse the order of the lines, it becomes clear that that is not what it means at all:


A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes.


They take their life from their parents’ loins. They are born. Or maybe Shakespeare is allowing a macabre pun.

We beat out the lines to see which are regular iambics, and where the word stress and the verse stress coincide naturally, as they do for example in the second line:


In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,


And in the final couplet:


The which if you with patient ears attend,

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.


The simplest way of identifying these opportunities, where Shakespeare may be suggesting other things to stress, is to say di-dum fives times, and then say the line precisely in that rhythm. If you exaggerate the rhythm it becomes even more obvious. Where the rhythm breaks down, you are being alerted to something you need to attend to.

The verse stress doesn’t coincide with the natural word stress in the very first two words of the chorus. Not surely ‘Two households’, but ‘Two households’. Shakespeare could have reversed the first two lines just as easily. He doesn’t. Why?

Imagine going out in front of an audience of perhaps 1,700 people at the original Rose theatre, or possibly 3,000 when the company takes up residence in the Globe. A sweaty jostle of raucous gallants, noisy oyster wenches, and rowdy apprentices, nattering, squabbling, gobbling, and having their pockets picked. Now try to get their attention. It’s two o’clock in the afternoon. There are no lights to dim. No curtain to raise. A trumpet from the roof turret may have announced that the play was about to start to summon latecomers to hurry in. But it’s up to you to open their ears. Very hard if your first line is as soft as ‘In fair Verona, where …’

But start with ‘Two households …’ and you’ve got them straight away. And you’ve made them listen with two words that sum up the whole play. It’s all about division.

Shakespeare gives the actor another clue about what to stress in the third line. The verse stress falls on the word ‘to’. No actor is going to want to stress such an uninteresting preposition. So what word should they stress? Look either side of ‘to’. ‘New’ is quite interesting, but the word that cracks out, that triggers the new mutiny, is ‘break’. Shakespeare breaks the rhythm with the very word ‘break’.

The same thing happens with the word ‘bury’ a few lines further on.

Shakespeare is anxious for you to notice the two occasions when he has invented new words in this sonnet, at any rate, new conjunctions of words: ‘star-cross’d’ and ‘death-mark’d’. These new words are over-familiar to us now, particularly star-crossed, which has become a cliché used by tabloids to describe any teenage tragedy. But it’s up to us to fresh-mint them, to remember this is the first time those two words have ever been placed in this partnership. They require two heavy stresses, assigning each word equal weight.

In the third quatrain, the line that always raises a laugh when you try to beat it out, is ‘And the continuance of their parents’ rage’. It lurches about, and seems to have one beat too many.


And the continuance of their parents’ rage


‘Continuance’ is the problem. Conventional wisdom would insist that elision is employed here to somehow slide the words back on track, and make them fit. But I would argue that the word ‘continuance’ itself is giving you the clue. It’s the longest word in the entire sonnet, and it’s there to convey the terrible amount of time this ancient grudge has consumed. Why squeeze the word to make it sound shorter? Let it last even longer.

Our di-dum exercise lands the verse stress on another uninteresting word in the penultimate line of the third quatrain. ‘Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove’. Why stress ‘could’? Scanning around it though, you quickly find the word Shakespeare is pointing out to you, and asking you to consider stressing: ‘Nought’. Nothing. Nothing but their children’s deaths could stop the older generation feuding and infecting subsequent generations with their rancour.

There is so much more to explore in these simple fourteen lines:1 the sound of the words; the way you really have to chew a line like ‘From ancient grudge break to new mutiny’, as the consonants clash against each other; how you need to finish the final ‘t’ in the word ‘ancient’ before you can begin the next word ‘grudge’, the same with the final ‘k’ of break, before continuing ‘to new mutiny’. How that line is stacked with so many different vowel sounds. They echo and mimic the grunts and thumps, squeals and cries of a violent fist fight.

What’s the effect of the alliteration in ‘From forth the fatal loins of these two foes’? Is the intention to sound portentous, highlighting the ominous significance, the almost mediaeval tone of morality, set against the airy lightness of the next line ‘A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life’? Those in the Rose audience who knew Arthur Brooke’s original 1562 poem, from which Shakespeare takes the story, may well have been expecting a morality tale in which the young are shown the consequences attendant upon ‘unhonest desire’ and ‘wicked lust’ and warned to obey their parents. Perhaps the contrast in these two lines expresses how Shakespeare himself travels away from such heavy-handed polemic to a greater sympathy with the struggles of the young – and a distaste for the greed of their parents’ generation who fail their children.

If the whole text of Romeo and Juliet were actually to be performed in the much quoted ‘two hours traffic’ of the stage, then this prologue would have to be delivered in just over 33 seconds (believe me, I have done the maths).

I ask for volunteers and somebody pulls up a stopwatch. If nobody is brave enough, I gallantly accept my own challenge. I normally manage it with two or three seconds to spare, but we all agree that if you did the whole play at that pace, you would run the risk of exhausting your audience very quickly.

But it is thrilling.

If you observe all those clues, where the verse stress and the word stresses don’t coincide, the rhymes, the caesuras, the architecture, the pacing, the character in the lines, the onomatopoeia, then you can build pace and excitement. If you know the map you can run through the maze.

*    *    *

I arrived at the RSC essentially not knowing my iambic from my caesura and imagining that there was some divine panel sitting in judgement upon my ability with the verse, ready to leap on any errant stress or missed beat. But I met instead with kind encouragement and gentle provocation and learnt pretty much everything I know from legends like Cicely Berry, the RSC’s voice guru for over forty years, and the director and teacher, John Barton.

That is not to say that I had no experience with Shakespeare. In fact, I had done quite a lot.

I missed out on Ophelia, in the second form at the Preston Catholic College (it went to ‘Gags’ Ronson in 2A) but in my third year I landed the part of Lady Anne in Richard III. My Jesuit grammar school put on a Shakespeare play every year in the autumn half term. Being an all-male establishment, the women’s roles were played by the younger boys. My twin sister attended the Convent of the Holy Child Jesus just across the street in Winckley Square, but the girls were never invited to take part.

I have a vivid memory of rehearsing the wooing scene between Lady Anne and Richard, Duke of Gloucester, on the stage in the school hall after classes, the din of a football game rising from the dark wet schoolyard below. Richard was played by a tall and strikingly handsome young man called Rory Edwards, in the second year sixth. As this was the early seventies most of us had haircuts like the Osmonds, but Rory had a dark glitter about him, a dash of Marc Bolan and T. Rex. I thought he was incredible. He was a sprinter, and the high-jump champion and I was nervous at the thought of acting opposite him.

We were rattling through the keen encounter of their wits, the breathless rally of praise and insult, backwards and forwards, as Richard extols Anne’s beauty, and she vents her anger in a torrent of rebuke.


GLOUCESTERFairer than tongue can name thee, let me have

Some patient leisure to excuse myself.

LADY ANNEFouler than heart can think thee, thou canst make

No excuse current, but to hang thyself.


They match each other phrase for phrase:


LADY ANNEHe is in heaven, where thou shalt never come.

GLOUCESTERLet him thank me, that holp to send him thither;

For he was fitter for that place than earth.

LADY ANNEAnd thou unfit for any place but hell.

GLOUCESTERYes, one place else, if you will hear me name it.

LADY ANNESome dungeon

GLOUCESTER                       Your bed-chamber.


Now Richard pulls the carpet from underneath Anne’s feet, by the outrageous suggestion that having killed her husband, he now deserves a place in her bed.

As we rehearsed the scene, the 14-year-old boy I was began to feel light-headed. The rapid stichomythia2 meant that both of us were breathing fast, and getting faster, leading to the provocation that prompts Anne to spit at the hunchback murderer before her.

Chest heaving, brain swimming, I threw my head back and lobbed a gob of spittle at my poor fellow actor, who reeled back in shock. For a moment I thought he was going to clobber me. This seemed to break all the rules. Standing there in my school blazer, and polished lace-ups, I was both channelling and, at the same time, suppressing all the complicated emotions I felt.

Richard takes Lady Anne’s hand and places his ring on her finger. As Edwards reached for my hand, I could hardly breathe. Beyond jostling in the playground or on the pitch, touch was a rare occurrence between Catholic College boys in the early seventies. I felt faint.

‘Doran,’ came a shout from the back of the hall, ‘don’t roll your eyes.’ Mr Malone, the English Master, and producer of the annual play was having none of this simpering display, and the rehearsal came to an abrupt halt.

The play went ahead for its three performances. The Lancashire Evening Post reported that despite what seemed ‘an out-of-date tradition’ of having the boys play the girls, ‘Lady Anne was fetchingly played by G. Doran’. My first review.

Whenever the subject of what it must have been like in Shakespeare’s company when the boys played the girls, I have a particular insight. If no ‘divine perfection of a woman’, I probably looked quite convincing in my widow’s weeds. I may have been ‘fetching’, I may not have been any good. But for me, at any rate, the scene was deeply charged. Just by speaking it out loud, together, it produced a crackle that if not erotic, was certainly electric.

As a quietly spoken, polite, sports-averse teenager, I had been bullied in the dark playground of the 900-strong Lancashire school. After Richard III however, instead of getting worse, the bullying suddenly stopped. It was as if the mere fact of standing up in front of an audience and remembering lines of Shakespeare commanded respect among my peers. And whatever else I have to thank Shakespeare for in my life, I will always be grateful to him for that.

‘Jock’ Malone also ran the school theatre trips, ferrying the boys to plays at the Duke’s Playhouse in Lancaster, the Octagon in Bolton, and the newly opened Royal Exchange Theatre in Manchester. Occasionally we got taken to Stratford-upon-Avon.

In early 1974, we saw Richard Pasco and Ian Richardson in John Barton’s celebrated production of Richard II, in which they alternated the roles of Richard and Bolingbroke. I remember so many things about that production: the horses on which Bolingbroke and his followers appeared from Ravenspurgh; the flashing gold sunburst of Richard’s pleated cape as he appeared on high at Flint Castle; and the unexpected laugh that Northumberland managed to get on hearing who accompanied the king, when he drawled wearily ‘O, belike it is the Bishop of Carlisle’.

The great abdication scene was enthralling. Pasco (who was on as Richard that afternoon) in a highly fissile state, ricocheted from reckless self-pity to preening arrogance, playing capriciously with the court, teasing Bolingbroke bidding him seize the crown, ‘Here, cousin’, as if he were coaxing a shy kitten. And of course, the moment Richard calls for a looking glass, stays with me still, and the way he smashed it shocked me with its abrupt violence. I also wondered how they smashed a mirror every night

That autumn, Jock decided that we would do our own production of Richard II, and that I should play the volatile king. This was quite a departure for the school, as they had largely repeated a cycle of the same seven Shakespeare plays for well over forty years. But it meant I got to tackle that great lyrical flush of language at fifteen years of age. Our mirror was made of clear toffee.

I couldn’t get enough of Shakespeare. And by now I was old enough to make my own way to Stratford whenever I could. I persuaded my best mate Richard Sharples to hitchhike down the M6 from Charnock Richard service station, with a tent in a rucksack. We would camp on the racecourse just outside town. But even that did not satisfy the itch.

One wet Spring weekend, Richard and I were kicking around his local park in Chorley. We decided to duck the rain and look round a stately pile in the centre of the park. Astley Hall is a Jacobean House with a long gallery running along the length of the house on the first floor. There are some later additions to the house, including some rather overpowering stucco ceilings. But at the centre of the house is a half-timbered inner courtyard which reveals its Elizabethan origins. Carved in the lintel over one of the doorways you could make out the date: 1600.

Somehow, I was surprised that here, near my own home, was something that survived from Shakespeare’s day. I decided we should mount our own Shakespeare production and perform it in that evocative courtyard. I persuaded my friends to form an acting troop. We called ourselves, with not a trace of irony, The Poor Players. In fact, we had managed to secure the grand sum of £12 from Chorley District Council towards the costs of the show. We would present Twelfth Night.

I, of course, would play Malvolio (as I had the previous year in the school play), but this time the cast included girls from the Winkley Square Covent.

We raided jumble sales and dressing-up boxes and borrowed from the school wardrobe. And we made many of the costumes ourselves. On one visit to Stratford, I had been inspired by an exhibition in the Swan Gallery, which demonstrated how the costume department had transformed an ordinary felt hat, through a process called ‘gunking’, with dribbles of glue and metallic spray paint, into a dazzling copotain hat.

We had also all been avid fans of The Six Wives of Henry VIII with Keith Michell on the BBC. An exhibition of the costumes had arrived in Liverpool, which we trooped off to see: fascinated by the richly encrusted jewelled collars, made of sprayed fruit pastilles, and old washers mounted on felt.

As a result, Malvolio, despite his relatively lowly status as a steward, and his distinctly puritanical outlook, had in the Poor Players production, a grey velvet doublet (made from an old curtain with a brocaded effect achieved by dabbing Humbrol paints through a plastic doily), a crushed black velvet lady’s evening coat (c. 1969), and a ruff the size of a cartwheel, made of an old tulle petticoat. The early seventies fashion for chunky gold jewellery made his chain of office very easy to source.

Later during that long-parched summer of 1976 (the second hottest summer since records began), I got my first taste of theatre in the West End. My parents decided to drive the caravan down to London for a week, staying at a camp site in Crystal Palace. My mate, Peter ‘Ibi’ Ibison, who, with his tall gangly frame and mop of flaxen hair, had been natural casting as Sir Andrew Aguecheek, came along. The Number 3 bus would take us all the way into the city, through Brixton, across Lambeth Bridge and drop us in Trafalgar Square.

Ibi and I saw everything we could: Janet Suzman as Masha in Chekhov’s Three Sisters at the Cambridge; Glenda Jackson in Webster’s The White Devil at The Old Vic directed by Edward Bond; Shaw’s The Devil’s Disciple by the RSC at the Aldwych; and Love’s Labour’s Lost at the Open Air Theatre in Regent’s Park. The gorgeous Clive Arindell played Berowne and made my heart stop in the speech ‘But love, first learned in a lady’s eyes’, which I was convinced he delivered entirely to me. I was in love…


And when Love speaks, the voice of all the gods

Makes heaven drowsy with the harmony.


And not just with Berowne, but with Shakespeare.

My parents mostly did their own thing, but we all went to the Theatre Royal Drury Lane one night to see the original American cast of A Chorus Line. We loved it. Though sitting between my parents as someone sang about gonorrhoea was about as challenging as it could have been for any good Catholic 17-year-old boy; made all the more excruciating by the smash-hit number ‘Tits and Ass’ about the benefits of silicone breast enhancement.

One morning, in our heady sight-seeing trip to the capital, Ibi and I visited St Paul’s Cathedral. We clambered up the 257 steps to the Whispering Gallery. We had been told that the gallery gets its name from a weird quirk in its construction. If you whisper into the wall, it can be heard all the way across the other side. We had both been cast as the Macbeths in the next school play that autumn term, and already had most of our lines under our belts, so we waited until the gallery was clear of other tourists, ran round to opposite sides, and whispered the dagger scene to each other:


MACBETHI have done the deed. Didst thou not hear a noise?

LADY MACBETHI heard the owl scream and the crickets cry.

Did not you speak?

MACBETH                              When?

LADY MACBETH                                      Now.

MACBETH                                           As I descended?

LADY MACBETHAy.

MACBETH    Hark! –

Who lies i’ the second chamber?

LADY MACBETH                                                    Donalbain.

MACBETHThis is a sorry sight.


It was so tense, so intimate, so dangerous. But then one of the minor canons appeared, giving us a suspicious look – we were clearly up to no good – and we scuttled away.

*    *    *

The following summer, on one of our hiking trips to Stratford, my best mate Richard and I queued for tickets for The Comedy of Errors, Trevor Nunn’s glorious musical version, with music by Guy Woolfenden, and a sparkling cast including Judi Dench, Michael Williams and Roger Rees. It was set in a sunny bustling Mediterranean market square. Our seats turned out to be on stage in a balcony overlooking the action.

Inspired by that production, and in my last school summer after A-levels, The Poor Players would put on our own The Comedy of Errors.

I would play Antipholus of Syracuse and Ibi would play my twin. But as Ibi had blonde hair and I was dark, I decided to write to the wig department at Stratford and ask if they could lend us two wigs. I got a very sweet letter back from Brenda Leedham, the head of wigs, saying she wouldn’t be able to supply us with wigs, but we might think of using a temporary hair dye which could be purchased relatively cheaply. And that is what we did, and that is how the Antipholi twins in this production turned out to have rather weird mulberry-coloured locks.

We toured the show around various grand houses in the North West: opening back at Astley Hall, then Borwick Hall near Carnforth; Smithills Hall on the edge of the West Pennine Moors near Bolton; Turton Tower, a mediaeval ‘pele’ tower outside Blackburn; and Holker Hall in Grange-over-Sands.

At a post-performance charity reception in one particular stately pile, a rather imperious county lady complimented the production by saying: ‘And do you know, the villagers understood every word.’

I was most excited to discover at Hoghton Tower, about 12 miles from Preston, that Shakespeare may have spent some of his ‘lost years’ here in Lancashire. It is possible that in the summer Shakespeare left King Edward School, in Stratford-upon-Avon, around the age of fourteen or fifteen (and sometime before he married Anne Hathaway, in 1582, at the age of eighteen), that he travelled to Lancashire. Tradition has it that he followed his old schoolmaster John Cottam here to Hoghton Tower and worked as a tutor and actor in the household of the Catholic grandee, Alexander de Houghton.

We were shown a copy of Alexander de Houghton’s will. Following the bequest of some musical instruments and ‘play clothes’, there is a specific request that two men, Fulk Gyllom and William Shakeshaft, should be looked after.

Might they have been players? Was Shakeshaft a code name for Shakespeare? If the name is intended to be a disguise, you have to admit, it’s not a very good one, but to this impressionable bardolatrous teenager, it seemed entirely plausible. And this evidence coupled with the news that John Cottam originally came from Preston and that his family were tenants on the Hoghton Estate, and his brother was a Jesuit priest (executed for his faith in 1582), to me turned possibility into probability.

It’s a much disputed theory of course, but as everyone casts Shakespeare in their own image, I wanted to find some kind of connection with him, too. Standing in the great sloping courtyard of Hoghton Tower, I tried to think of Shakespeare in my own image, as he might have stood on this same spot at my age, here in Lancashire, a young man with Catholic proclivities, wondering what the future held, and who maybe like me was gay.

At the end of that summer, I left school, and prepared to head to Bristol University to do a degree in English and Drama.

But I did not leave The Poor Players behind. Now I would concentrate on what it meant to be a director. Romeo and Juliet would be our first production. It was the first Shakespeare play I directed without being in it as well. And it was a baptism by fire.

*    *    *

With my friend Chris Grady (a maths student) at Bristol, we set about raising money to tour Romeo and Juliet around the UK during the summer holidays. The company would be drawn from students from universities and drama schools all over the country.

Chris was a hard-working and ambitious administrator and had quickly set up a tour that would rehearse in a stately-home-turned-school, in Suffolk; open for a single Sunday night in London, and then travel the length and breadth of the country from Sterling to York and Bury St Edmunds, from a barn in Cranfield to a replica of Shakespeare’s Globe in Abingdon. Chris also pulled together a rather impressive if eclectic board of patrons including Dulcie Gray, Paul Scofield and Lord Michael Birkett.

This was 1979, and that May, Mrs Thatcher had come to power. In her first spending review the Arts were cut by 4.8 per cent. Her emphasis on reducing public subsidy for the arts but increasing the opportunity for private sponsorship and corporate investment meant that every arts organisation around the country suddenly began looking for support. Very few knew where to start and most companies had little idea of how or where to donate their cash.

Through Chris’s tireless efforts we secured a huge sponsorship deal from an international computer company. It was a ridiculous amount, about thirty thousand pounds. We could not believe our luck, and laughed that we would have to change the name of The Poor Players.

To begin with, things seemed to go quite smoothly. The firm’s PR manager, responsible for the relationship was a short, bald man in his mid-forties, who flushed easily and spoke with a slurred public school accent. Let’s call him Ivor.

Ivor asked if there was any punchy way we could link computers and Shakespeare on the poster. I jokily suggested ‘Juliet would have found a better suitor, had she dated by computer’, which to my consternation, he decided was a good idea.

We held a swanky press launch in London, which not unsurprisingly very few of the press attended. Afterwards, Ivor seemed unconcerned by the lack of journalists, and asked me if I had to head back to Bristol that night. ‘It’s just that I have a flat in Mayfair with some rather fine Hogarth engravings that you might enjoy.’ I couldn’t believe it. Had he actually just asked me to come up and see his etchings?

When I declined, as politely as possible, he suddenly turned quite red, and growled, ‘See me in my office, tomorrow morning. Nine o’clock.’

Chris hadn’t been able to attend the launch. He was suffering from glandular fever and was confined to his bed, in hall, back in Bristol. So ill was he that I had been unable to tell him what had happened or to seek his advice. Ivor said his firm was no longer able to support my company and would be withdrawing its entire sponsorship of the tour. The poorly attended press conference was merely one badly mishandled event in a catalogue of mistakes that had lost the confidence of his firm in my company.

I reeled out of the building wondering what on earth to do. Overnight I had lost the entire funding for the production, the tour, everything. Rehearsals were due to start in a month and my business partner was on his sickbed over a hundred miles away.

I ran to a phone box, pulled up the telephone directory, and looked up the number for the London office of what I imagined was the computer firm’s biggest rival, IBM. I rang the number. I asked to be put through to the chairman’s office and requested a meeting. I have no idea what I was hoping for, but with naive optimism I thought perhaps they would see this as an opportunity. When I described the reason for the urgency of my request as being a matter of some personal delicacy, the assistant rather graciously agreed to fit me in to meet their head of personnel.

A couple of hours later, I was sitting in the offices of IBM, laying out the story of how I had come to lose this substantial sponsorship. It quickly became clear they were not in a position to bale me out but were anxious that I relay my sorry tale to the director of a newly-formed charitable organisation called the Association of Business Sponsorship of the Arts (ABSA).

Later that afternoon, I found myself in an office in a Georgian mews called Pierrepont Place in Bath, addressing the director of ABSA, Luke Rittner. He listened attentively, eventually sending me back on the intercity 125 to London, to attend a hastily organized meeting with one of our board of patrons, Lord Birkett, in his town house, a stone’s throw from Kensington Gardens.

I was shown into Lord Birkett’s study, and waited. The room was full of shelves of classical music and populated with toy pigs of every description. As I wondered what the significance of the pigs were, the noble lord finally arrived. Birkett, a producer of Peter Brook’s film of King Lear, had been persuaded to lend his name to our little troop out of a charitable fondness for our small but ambitious Shakespeare adventure.

He interrogated me rigorously on every detail of our relationship with the computer firm, and with Ivor in particular. I supplied everything we had, detailing the negotiations and the agreement to sponsor. Finally, he seemed satisfied with my account of what had happened and offered me a sherry.

‘I am sorry I took so long to come in here,’ he said, ‘but I’ve just had this Ivor on the phone. I believe everything you tell me, but we now have a cornered man to deal with. He is going to restore the entire sponsorship deal. It is frankly far too much money to give a company of students in my opinion, however good you may be, which is as yet unproven. However, that is not the point. They agreed to it, for whatever reasons. But you are going to have to go and see him, now.’

The thought of facing Ivor again made me feel sick. We met in the Star and Garter pub by Putney Bridge.

‘Gre-gory,’ he drawled. ‘What on earth were you thinking? There was no need for that. I was testing your mettle, that was all. Of course we are going to sponsor your little company.’

And so they did.

Business sponsorship of the arts was an enticing but perilous playing field for unscrupulous patrons ready to spend their company’s money to buy them access to potentially vulnerable young people. Companies like ABSA (now Arts and Business) were set up to encourage sponsorship opportunities but also to regulate the industry. Ivor, however, was not an isolated bad apple, and over the course of the running the company we met others like him.

The computer firm ran into a financial crisis in 1981 and was eventually taken over by a Japanese multinational.

*    *    *

The tour of Romeo and Juliet had convinced me that if I was to pursue a career in the theatre, I needed further specific training. The Romeo and Juliet company had been made up of students from universities and drama schools all over the UK. But I had noticed a trend.

The actors from drama schools tended to regard the university students as too cerebral. They thought too much about it all, instead of jumping in and trying ideas out. Whereas the university students felt they were missing out on something called technique, which the drama school actors apparently knew all about: breath control, posture, character motivation. Both sides were suspicious of the other, and anxious that they were missing out on something that would be important later on, in the business.

At Bristol University, the English Drama degree course was pretty much 80 per cent of both the joint English and Drama degree courses, and perhaps inevitably I spent most of
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