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FOREWORD

BY PROFESSOR MICHAEL DOBSON

DIRECTOR OF THE SHAKESPEARE
INSTITUTE, STRATFORD-UPON-AVON

The flourishing of Shakespeare’s plays worldwide across the last four centuries – as they have gone on passing into new editions, into new languages, into new media, and into the lives and imaginations of successive new generations of readers and spectators – begins with something extraordinary done for the love of Shakespeare. In early 1616, Shakespeare made a draft of his will, and that March, probably knowing his death was near, he updated and signed it. Among its bequests, the will specifies that each of his closest theatrical colleagues – Richard Burbage, John Heminges and Henry Condell – is to receive twenty-six shillings and eightpence with which to buy a gold mourning ring. This seems to have been an established custom among members of Shakespeare’s acting troupe, the King’s Men: survivors would remember their companions by wearing rings in their memory for the rest of their lives.

For these particular three actors, though, remembering Shakespeare themselves wasn’t enough: they wanted to make sure the world remembered him too. In 1616, another member of the company, Ben Jonson, was taking the unprecedented step of publishing not just his own poems but his plays in a big, expensive folio volume, giving his drama a literary status which no mere English playscripts had ever enjoyed before. Convinced that Shakespeare’s plays deserved the same honour, Burbage, Heminges and Condell set about the huge administrative task of gathering together as many as they could of the plays which Shakespeare had written (some of them by now a quarter of a century old), of negotiating about copyright with the printers who had already put individual plays out in single quarto editions, and of putting together the whole syndicate of publishers which would be needed to finance the expensive and risky venture of producing such a grand and handsome book. Burbage, sadly, died in 1619 and never lived to see its completion, and at times Heminges and Condell probably doubted whether they ever would either. But the book was at last advertised at the Frankfurt Book Fair in 1622, and, a further year late, it finally appeared in 1623.

Its official title is Mr William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies, but it is now more commonly known simply as the First Folio. Of the 36 plays it includes, 18 had never been printed before, and might have been lost forever had it not been for Heminges and Condell’s determination to honour their dead friend: without it the world might not have Macbeth, Twelfth Night, Julius Caesar or The Tempest, among others. But they wanted to share their pleasure in Shakespeare’s work, and in a touching preface addressed ‘To the Great Variety of Readers,’ they urge us to continue to do so. ‘Read him, therefore,’ they conclude,

and again, and again: And if then you do not like him, surely you are in some manifest danger, not to understand him. And so we leave you to other of his friends, whom if you need, can be your guides: if you need them not, you can lead yourselves, and others, and such readers we wish him.

In other words, these plays are so good that only someone who doesn’t understand them can fail to enjoy them, but don’t worry, there are plenty of people who love Shakespeare already who can help you to do so. And if you love these plays already, you should be ready to share your delight in them with others in your turn.

This book, For the Love of Shakespeare, then, offers a snapshot of how the ripples from the splash made in world culture by Heminges and Condell’s act of friendship four centuries ago are continuing to spread ever outwards. As well as giving us her own insights into Shakespeare’s works, Beth Miller has invited a wide selection of people to share something of their pleasure in Shakespeare, and here are some of their experiences and preferences and observations. As these testimonies make clear once more, we owe a great debt to Shakespeare, and we owe a great debt too to the friends who compiled and published the First Folio. Its contents are extraordinarily good, the source of endless pleasure and insight and stimulation and empathy and laughter and tears. Via Heminge and Condell, this body of drama is our greatest playwright’s greatest posthumous bequest. For the love of Shakespeare, keep passing it on.
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INTRODUCTION

ONE GIANT LEAP

The lights went down, and next to me, my mate Bonny shifted restlessly in her seat. We were seventeen years old, and had been dragged to London on a college trip to see the Shakespeare play we were studying for A level. A hunched figure at the back of the stage leaned heavily on crutches, and I wondered idly how long it was till the interval. Bonny yawned.

Then the figure began reciting those well-known, even hackneyed words, and a shiver went down my spine. ‘Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this son of York.’

I barely had time to think, Gosh, the way he says that makes me wonder what those words mean for the first time ever, when, in one almighty movement, propelled by his crutches, Richard III leapt right across the enormous stage from one side to the other. It was as if he was flying. All Richard’s pent-up rage, his years of being badly treated, his resentments and his hate: they were all there in that one immense, athletic outburst, writ large enough for even a disaffected teenager to see.

Bonny sat up straight, and whispered, ‘Bloody hell.’

We both craned forward, elbows on the handrail in front of us, and fell silently, hopelessly in love with Shakespeare.

TOO HOT, TOO COLD AND JUST RIGHT

Most people who love Shakespeare have a ‘switch-on’ moment, when he suddenly speaks to them and they finally understand what everyone has been banging on about. When they realise exactly what it means when his work is described as timeless, that the emotions – love, jealousy, lust, ambition – and the relationships Shakespeare explored are as resonant now as they were when the First Folio of his plays was put together.

Some people get Shakespeare right away, from their very first exposure. Others take longer. One of my earliest childhood memories is of being taken to a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at St David’s Bishop’s Palace in Wales while on our summer holiday. I have a dim memory of seeing actors flit behind the ruined facade of the palace, but the only thing that has stayed with me is the soup I drank during an interval, from a cup – very novel. There were other false starts: reading the plays at school, woodenly, sitting behind desks. Laughing at Bottom’s name. OK, that is still funny. A school trip to see a sappy production of Romeo and Juliet, at which even our teacher winced during the romantic bits.

It wasn’t till I was almost an adult, and saw Antony Sher flinging himself around the stage as Richard III, that I got it. But then I made up for lost time.

I saw Stephen Dillane and Gina Bellman in Hamlet in 1994 (though my main memory of that is how hot the Gielgud Theatre was – we all took our shoes and socks off); Haydn Gwynne and Derek Griffiths in Twelfth Night, also in 1994 (terrific); Timothy West as Lear in 2003 (gruelling); Julius Caesar performed on the battlements of Conwy Castle (exciting but cold). I saw Simon Russell Beale as Ariel in Sam Mendes’ Stratford production of The Tempest; this had real magic on stage and was utterly engaging, and just as well, because I was too cheap to pay for a seat and was standing at the back for a fiver. In 1995 I saw Josie Lawrence in The Taming of the Shrew, though my husband reminds me that we hated it so much we left in the interval (no offence to Josie – she was very good – but the production was riddled with the difficult-for-modern-audiences-to-swallow sexism of that particular play). There was Ralph Fiennes in Coriolanus in 2000 (played in the style of Leonard Rossiter in Rising Damp – very odd); and a memorable Merry Wives of Windsor in which all the players, including the women, wore stick-on beards that were sent horizontal by a ferocious wind. I’ve watched a lot of outdoor Shakespeare plays in British summers (bring a blanket, umbrella and flask). And I’ve seen experimental versions too, such as dreamthinkspeak’s The Rest Is Silence, a deconstructed Hamlet in which the world’s most famous soliloquy was said over and over again.

My theatre-going tailed off after having children, but we’ve taken the kids to see an abridged Comedy of Errors, and my daughter trod the boards as Moonshine in A Midsummer Night’s Dream – ah, I was proud. The children love the Shakespeare song on Horrible Histories, which celebrates his unsurpassed facility with words. You haven’t seen it? Quickly, rush off and YouTube it now. Good, wasn’t it? ‘Doo-be-doo-be-doo-be / To be or not to be…’ Genius.

And there are some wonderful Shakespeare films: Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado About Nothing, and his Henry V that convinced despite the tiny cast; Twelfth Night with Imogen Stubbs; Claire Danes and Leo DiCaprio in Romeo + Juliet…

THE GAPS

There are plenty of plays I’d never seen or read, till writing this book inspired me to check them out: Cymbeline, Pericles and Timon of Athens, and quite a few of the histories. And as for the poems? Until I began researching this book, I didn’t know much about them, apart from ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ (Not the whole poem, just that one line.)

If we’re honest, most of us don’t know much about Shakespeare. A straw poll of my friends and family revealed the following nuggets, and not much more:

1. He was born and died on the same date. (It turns out this might not be true.)

2. He married Anne Hathaway. (Possibly because she had a cottage?)

3. He lived in Stratford-upon-Avon and London. (There is uncertainty about his commute between the two, given that he probably didn’t have a car.)

4. He had a sister. (Most people based this on the fact that there’s a band called Shakespears Sister.)

5. He was balding, with a neat beard. Probably not as dishy as Joseph Fiennes in Shakespeare in Love. (Actually, we’re not really sure what he looked like.)

Writing this book helped me fill a lot of gaps. I hope reading it does the same for you.

BUT SOFT! ANOTHER SHAKESPEARE BOOK?

Shakespeare’s output was staggering. He wrote a shade under 160 poems and 39 plays (or 38 or 40…), of which there have been many thousands of versions and millions of interpretations. Then there are all the controversies, and commentaries, and debates… Amazon lists more than 75,000 books about Shakespeare, excluding his own. The Modern Library has a website which thoughtfully gathers together the 100 best books on Shakespeare, then airily adds at the end of the exhaustive-looking list, ‘There are hundreds more fine books on Shakespeare.’ Books about the man and his works range from weighty biographies to whimsies such as Shakespeare’s Guide to Parenting, with every possible stopping point between.

You may wonder, therefore, whether the world needs another book on Shakespeare, but in this year of the 400th anniversary of his death it was too good an opportunity to miss. And it’s been a personal voyage of discovery – and rediscovery – that I’ve enjoyed hugely. So it’s a reference book, and it will give an insight into the life and the work, but it’s also personal. The book can be read straight through, though it’s also designed to be dipped into. My hope is that if you think, Hey, what’s that play where a bear randomly appears?, then you can flick through Chapter Three and say, ‘Of course! It was The Winter’s Tale.’ And if you’re trying to decide what Shakespeare film to rent, you can rummage around in Chapter Eight and cry, ‘Aha! It’s got to be Fassbender’s Macbeth!’

We are still fascinated by Shakespeare, even after all these centuries of performances and analyses. And that is, of course, because of the writing he gave us. What writing! What words! More than 800,000 of them, spread across an eye-poppingly diverse range of plays and poetry: funny, sad, truthful, informative, groundbreaking words. Words he invented, and phrases we now know as clichés, so embedded are they in our vocabularies. Words he wove together, creating beautiful images, stories that move us and make us laugh, telling universal truths about the human condition; words that bring to life complex, fascinating, rounded characters who we relate to as if they were written yesterday. His influence is felt in art, culture, language, psychology, music…

One of my favourite parts of writing the book was the chance to ask people about their Shakespeare: to describe their switch-on moment, discuss their most-loved play and reveal the character they would most like to meet. I interviewed people who are connected to his work in some way: actors, professors, writers, set designers, costumiers, librarians and more. They give details of shivery first performances and describe how they melt into the beauty of his language. They don’t hold back on telling us about some duds as well. The interviews are scattered through the book like Ophelia’s flowers.

At the time of writing, Shakespeare died 400 years ago, and he looks set for at least another 400 years of analysis, performance, worship, argument and love. His work can be constantly reinvented and tells us things we didn’t know about ourselves. I hope it leads you to your own switch-on moment, if you haven’t fallen in love with his works yet, or reminds you of your own favourites and guides you to new discoveries. So, at the risk of being spotted with a misquote on my lips, ‘Lead on, Macduff’!

 

Beth Miller

June 2016
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