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Series Editors’ Preface

What is a ‘Great Shakespearean’? Who are the ‘Great Shakespeareans’? This series is designed to explore those figures who have had the greatest influence on the interpretation, understanding and reception of Shakespeare, both nationally and internationally. Charting the effect of Shakespeare on cultures local, national and international is a never- ending task, as we continually modulate and understand differently the ways in which each culture is formed and altered. Great Shakespeareans uses as its focus individuals whose own cultural impact has been and continues to be powerful. One of its aims is to widen the sense of who constitute the most important figures in our understanding of Shakespeare’s afterlives. The list is therefore not restricted to, say, actors and scholars, as if the performance of and commentary on Shakespeare’s works were the only means by which his impact is remade or extended. There are actors aplenty (like Garrick, Irving and Olivier) and scholars too (Bradley, Greg and Empson) but our list deliberately includes as many novelists (Dickens, Melville, Joyce), poets (Keats, Eliot, Berryman), playwrights (Brecht, Beckett, Césaire) and composers (Berlioz, Verdi and Britten), as well as thinkers whose work seems impossible without Shakespeare and whose influence on our world has been profound, like Marx and Freud.

Deciding who to include has been less difficult than deciding who to exclude. We have a long list of individuals for whom we would wish to have found a place but whose inclusion would have meant someone else’s exclusion. We took long and hard looks at the volumes as they were shaped by our own and our volume editors’ perceptions. We have numerous regrets over some outstanding figures who ended up just outside this project. There will, no doubt, be argument on this score. Some may find our choices too Anglophone, insufficiently global. Others may complain of the lack of contemporary scholars and critics. But this is not a project designed to establish a new canon, nor are our volumes intended to be encyclopedic in scope. The series is not entitled ‘The Greatest Shakespeareans’ nor is it ‘Some Great Shakespeareans’, but it will, we hope, be seen as negotiating and occupying a space mid-way along the spectrum of inclusivity and arbitrariness.

Our contributors have been asked to describe the double impact of Shakespeare on their particular figure and of their figure on the understanding, interpretation and appreciation of Shakespeare, as well as providing a sketch of their subject’s intellectual and professional biography and an account of the wider context within which her/his work might be understood. This ‘context’ will vary widely from case to case and, at times, a single ‘Great Shakespearean’ is asked to stand as a way of grasping a large domain. In the case of Britten, for example, he is the window through which other composers and works in the English musical tradition like Vaughan Williams, Walton and Tippett have a place. So, too, Dryden has been the means for considering the beginnings of critical analysis of the plays as well as of the ways in which Shakespeare’s plays influenced Dryden’s own practice.

To enable our contributors to achieve what we have asked of them, we have taken the unusual step of enabling them to write at length. Our volumes do not contain brief entries of the kind that a Shakespeare Encyclopedia would include nor the standard article length of academic journals and Shakespeare Companions. With no more than four Great Shakespeareans per volume – and as few as two in the case of volume 10 – our contributors have space to present their figures more substantially and, we trust, more engagingly. Each volume has a brief introduction by the volume editor and a section of further reading. We hope the volumes will appeal to those who already know the accomplishment of a particular Great Shakespearean and to those trying to find a way into seeing how Shakespeare has affected a particular poet as well as how that poet has changed forever our appreciation of Shakespeare. Above all, we hope Great Shakespeareans will help our readers to think afresh about what Shakespeare has meant to our cultures, and about how and why, in such differing ways across the globe and across the last four centuries and more, they have changed what his writing has meant.

Peter Holland and Adrian Poole
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Introduction

Cary M. Mazer

The poster design for the 1999 season of the reconstructed Globe Theatre in Southwark – ‘Shakespeare’s Globe’, as the theatre and its resident theatre company are officially designated – features a collage of photographic elements (Figure 1). The main image of the poster, which fills the lower three-fifths, is a low-contrast monochrome photograph taken from the stage, looking through a group of actors out into the open-air auditorium. At the top of the poster, against a red circle (no doubt meant to evoke the ‘wooden O’ of the playhouse), is a slightly out-of-focus image of a cluster of actors in Elizabethan dress, standing stiffly in pumpkin pants, buttoned doublets and high-crowned brimless hats, their hirsute faces whitened. The largest lettering on the poster proclaims the anniversary being celebrated that season: ‘400 YEARS’. Underneath the banner ‘Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre’ are two dates – 1599 and 1999 – set one over the other with a line between them as though they formed a fraction, and the words ‘Anniversary Season’.





On the one hand, the proclamation on the poster is accurate: it had been 400 years since the Globe Theatre was built (or rather rebuilt, from the timbers of The Theatre, which the company had dismantled in Shoreditch and carried across the river to Southwark). The first performance at the Globe that is mentioned in a contemporaneous document was a performance of Julius Caesar on 21 September 1599. To mark the date, Shakespeare’s Globe mounted a production of Julius Caesar, which received an anniversary performance during the season’s final week on 21 September.

Of course, what the year 1999 was most decidedly not was the theatre’s 400th season. The Globe Theatre burned down in 1613 and was rebuilt, with a tiled roof in place of the flammable thatch, in 1614; the Second Globe was closed in 1642, along with all of the other professional theatres; and the building was razed in 1644. The émigré American actor Sam Wanamaker’s long-held dream of building a working reconstruction of the First Globe was not realised until 1996, three years after his death; and, after an initial experimental season on a temporary stage fitted into the playhouse’s open-air yard in the summer of 1996, the company did not present its first full season in the completed theatre until 1997. So the 1999 season, celebrating the 400th anniversary of the first recorded performance in the original Globe, was, by the most generous standards of calculation, not the theatre’s 400th season but its 46th season in three buildings, interrupted by a 354-year hiatus.

I quibble, I admit. But what interests me most about the poster is not its accuracy but its imagery. The deliberate blurriness of the background image, the slightly out-of-focus photo of the actors, the low-contrast monochrome tones against a beige background, all give it the impression of an old sepia photograph; and the posture, hats and moustaches of the actors vaguely suggest Mack Sennett’s Keystone Cops. And so the overall image invokes early photography, and the image of the actors suggests early cinema. ‘We have been here longer than just three years’, the poster proclaims. And if more than three years, then why not 400? The poster offers the disingenuous and counter-factual suggestion that the photograph itself is 400 years old, notwithstanding that photography was not invented until the nineteenth century; and the poster further hints at the possibility that, for all we know, there exists in some unexamined cinematic archive several blurry hand-cranked silent one-reelers of Richard Tarleton and his cohorts in actual performance. The sepia tones and funny costumes suggest that things are both old and strange and quaint and at the same time somehow knowable, recoverable and documentable, that there are continuities that enable the past to be felt and re-experienced. Come to Shakespeare’s Globe, the poster seems to promise, and, like Buster Keaton in Sherlock, Jr., you too can step into the silent movie.

Much can – and has – been said about the bogus historicity of the reconstructed ‘Shakespeare’s Globe’, not all of which should be laid at the feet of its founder Sam Wanamaker, as Paul Prescott demonstrates in his essay in this volume. But what is operating here, in this poster, is an assertion about the role of history in contemporary performance, about the dynamic relationship between old scripts and contemporary performance, about the theatregoer’s sense of historical continuity and difference, and the way theatregoers invest stage and auditorium architecture with both functionality and meaning.

The four figures in this volume of the ‘Great Shakespeareans’ series all stand in complex relation to these issues, which lie at the centre of any new performance made from an old script.

The obvious point in common among the four is their advocacy of ‘open’ stages: non-frontal playing spaces, with audiences on three or four sides of the playing area instead of being separated from it by the proscenium arch. William Poel (1852–1934) created scenic reproductions of early modern stages in order to stage the plays under original performance conditions, and staged Twelfth Night in 1897 in the great hall in Middle Temple, where it had originally been performed. H. Granville Barker (1877–1946) mounted three astonishing Shakespeare productions on an apron stage in 1912 and 1914. Tyrone Guthrie (1900–71), who first thrust a production out onto the open stage almost by accident, in the last decades of his long career installed open stages with permanent architectural features into the purpose-built homes of the repertory theatres he created in two different cities. And Sam Wanamaker (1919–93) fought indefatigably to reconstruct the Globe on the South Bank, not as a museum but as a working theatre. All four of these theatre artist/polemicists have attained heroic stature in their advocacy of open stages, garnering homeric epithets and fomenting creation myths around their work: Poel for his putative impracticality and his quasi-mysticism; Barker for his infamous premature retirement from active theatre work; Guthrie for the famous incident in 1937 (interrogated by Robert Shaughnessy in his book, The Shakespeare Effect, and in his essay here) when his end-staged open-air production of Hamlet at Helsingor Castle, forced by torrential rains to move into a hotel ballroom, was hastily reworked as theatre-in-the-round; and Wanamaker, for his pilgrimage to the site of the original Globe in 1949 where, disappointed in finding only a soot-blackened plaque on the walls of a brewery, he found his true calling instead. Together, all four have been canonized as central figures in the great creation myth of ‘stage-centred’ Shakespearean scholarship and stage practice, especially now that the open stages of the Olivier (at the National Theatre), the Swan and the reconfigured Royal Shakespeare Theatre (both at Stratford-upon-Avon) have joined the Festival Theatre at Stratford Ontario (founded by Guthrie) and the Chichester Festival Theatre as functioning open-stage playhouses.

Like the disingenuous ‘Anniversary Season’ poster for Shakespeare’s Globe, there is, in the advocacy of open stages by the four ‘Great Shakespeareans’ in this volume, the suggestion that centuries can be bridged, that the past can be made present. Stage a 400-year-old play on a stage that replicates the spatial dynamics, the staging conventions and the actor-audience relationship of the playhouse for which it was written, and something inherent to the play itself will be made manifest. The past can be recaptured, the distance of time can be bridged, that which is most evanescent about the play – the performance itself – can be re-experienced, if only glimpsed in intermittent flashes, much as we riffle through a pile of old sepia photographs or watch the flickering images of a silent movie.

But something more complex is going on with all four figures. For starters, it is not a coincidence that all four of these Shakespeareans – even the antiquarian Poel, and Wanamaker, ever eager to exploit the British ‘heritage’ industry – were political progressives. The guild socialist Poel preferred to be viewed as a visionary rather than as a reactionary; when he was told that a fund had been created to have a portrait of him painted, he chose to be represented as the mystical and otherworldly defrocked priest, Keegan, in Shaw’s John Bull’s Other Island. Barker, long a Fabian Socialist and fellow-traveller of suffragists, spent more time in his years actively involved in the theatre producing the advanced post-Ibsenite ‘New Drama’ than in producing Shakespeare, and was a lifelong advocate of an endowed and subsidized National Theatre. Guthrie, after decades shuttling between the commercial West End theatres and Lilian Baylis’s Old Vic, spent the final decades of his life creating institutional theatres of his own. And Wanamaker, emigrating to England to avoid a subpoena to appear before the House Un-American Activities Committee and his inevitable blacklisting, persistently invoked his leftist credentials, even in the face of Southwark residents fearing for the gentrification of their neighbourhood.

Both Barker’s and Guthrie’s Shakespearean work was identified by contemporary critics as Modernist. And the case can be made for all four (more strenuously, perhaps, in the cases of Poel and Wanamaker) that the act of reconstructing early modern playhouse architecture – or at the very least replicating its essential qualities
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