Discovering Shakespeare   TWO EXCERPTS
in Section I  THE PLAYS

from   Acting and Writing – the living tradition 

. . . If we start to think in terms of the living stage, where words are a means to an end and the end is a dramatic happening, an event involving writer, actor and audience simultaneously, we shall have prepared the way for a closer look at Shakespeare’s play-texts. I discussed the living theatre with three well-known practitioners, the actor Tom Courtenay, the writer Alan Plater and finally the director the late Michael Elliott, whose insights will usefully round off this voyage of discovery.

Tom Courtenay

Many of you will have seen Tom Courtenay – now Sir Tom, in recognition of his services and single-minded devotion to theatre – at work, that is acting, either on stage or on the cinema or television screen. Many actors nowadays tend to restrict their careers to one of these forms of drama. Tom Courtenay however is an all-rounder, a dedicated professional actor, just as Shakespeare and his friends in the Lord Chamberlain’s acting company were four centuries before him. Tom was born and brought up in the dock area of the North Sea fishing port of Hull, East Yorkshire. He was exceptional in his home neighbourhood – perhaps not unlike Shakespeare – in gaining admittance to the local grammar school. (See the book-list p.65 for his touching memoir Dear Tom, published 2000.) His first experience of the stage was as an actor, soon a star, in school productions. He left school to read English at London University, but soon found that the stage pulled more strongly than the academic study of literature. Helped by a Bernard Shaw scholarship, Tom transferred from University College to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. There his exceptional talent and sincerity were soon recognised, and his chance came  in 1960 when the director John Fernald, on the lookout for someone to take the part of the intense young writer Konstantin in Chekhov’s play The Seagull, talent-spotted Courtenay and engaged him for the production.at the Old Vic. . . . . Tom has always deliberately maintained contact with the live stage, sometimes sacrificing lucrative film contracts to do so. When we spoke, Shakespeare roles had already included Romeo and Hamlet. Since then he has also taken the title role in King Lear, which like his Hamlet was played in the unconventional Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, whose first director was Michael Elliott  I could have found no more closely involved man of the theatre than this dedicated actor to engage in conversation on his and Shakespeare’s chosen profession.

from Section II   THE MAN

NOW WE turn from the works to the man who made them. Even that brief acquaintance with the products of the actor-playwright of Stratford helps us to realise the unusual breadth of Shakespeare’s thought and imagination – the fertility of his mind, in its ability to people the stage and to develop dramatic action out of the interplay of the characters he creates. No writer has repeated himself less than Shakespeare; every play seems for him to have been a new opportunity, a new venture into the ever-expanding possibilities of drama. Yet no artist works in a vacuum; the great creative geniuses will always be found to owe some of their productivity to the age they lived in, the opportunities it offered them, the context they grew up into and learned from. /  Shakespeare’s life spanned a period of rapid change, almost the change from mediaeval to modern, both in man’s idea of the world and in his conception of his own part in it. . . . .

It is impossible not to be curious about the appearance and nature of the creator of all these varied play-worlds. How do we set about finding an answer to the question: what kind of a man was Shakespeare? Thanks to patient research and an increasing understanding of the social background, we no longer need to think of him as an unlettered genius, a kind of sport or freak springing miraculously from the dung of Stratford like some rare orchid and transformed overnight into the intimate of earls and the supreme dramatic poet of the Globe theatre. Like his Dark Lady – or ‘black mistress’ as he called her more bluntly in his sonnets – Shakespeare ‘when he walks, treads on the ground.’ That ground was first Stratford: one can still visit the house there in Henley Street where he was born. Then to London, with its ‘teeming, thrusting population’, and its playhouses. Finally back to his home town as a prosperous gentleman with a coat of arms, settled in New Place, his fine stone-built house in Chapel Street,  and at the age of 52 laid to rest as a respected and honoured citizen in the parish church of Holy Trinity beside the river Avon.

