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Foreword 

 

This book is one of the outcomes of a comprehensive project entitled 

UNATC Junior, initiated and implemented by the UNATC’s MA Teaching 

Drama team, and funded by the Ministry of National Education of Romania. 

The project aims to promote the educational value of drama, and, as a natural 

consequence, to introduce it, as a subject, in the pre-academic curriculum.  

About the importance of culture in the educational process books 

have been written and numerous research programs have been conducted; 

however, in Romania this matter is still not entirely covered. While in other 

European countries children and their teachers use specific drama games and 

methods in the teaching-learning process, in our country this desideratum is 

met only sporadically, with many obstacles and difficulties. 

UNATC “I.L. Caragiale” Bucharest assumed responsibility to make 

this dream come true, and therefore to develop many related activities with 

direct applicability.  

Conceived on to layers: theoretical and practical, UNATC Junior 

aims to create future trainers in the field of drama, those who can become 

specialized teachers in working with people from different environment 

(various age groups, educational level or different social background). 

Taking advantage of the European historic moment, the celebration 

of 400 years of Shakespearean heritage, UNATC held, in May 2016, the 

International Conference “Shakespeare in Drama Pedagogy” as a desire to 

get in touch with the advanced research, applied directly in the training of the 

future drama teachers. 
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This book contains papers and materials presented in the conference 

days by the teachers and PhD Students involved in this project. 

Due to the language barriers, the research work of our teachers and 

students is less known on a European level. This is why the UNATC Junior 

management team wants to translate as many theatre papers in order to 

promote them amongst international institutes and theatre performers across 

the world.  

“Drama teaching through Shakespeare” can become a bridge between 

Romanian and European research in the field of TIE.   

 

Dr. Bogdana Darie, Associate Professor 

UNATC Junior Project Coordinator 
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Dr. Nicolae Mandea, Associate Professor 

 

Shakespeare in relation to pedagogy 

 

In this year, you have all observed the conglomeration of 

Shakespeare events and this is actually a fact that deserves our attention. I 

brought with me a print of The Complete Works of Shakespeare and I will 

explain why. It looks like a scale model of a monument or like a treasure 

box, what actually it is in fact. We commemorate 400 years since the death 

of Shakespeare to outline what is already obvious, the fact that Shakespeare 

is an author of interest to the contemporary world. 

However, the question that arises is more important, what would be 

the interest in an author from over 400 years ago? What exactly is the 

purpose and how can it be brought up? Because otherwise it is flat. What is 

his place within the European and the universal culture? Writers who are not 

brought into question, in my opinion, have a problem with posterity. The 

present feeds from the fact that they can always be brought into question and 

not denied in a barbaric manner but simply discussed again. The way in 

which history perceived Shakespeare in these 400 years is exemplary. There 

are countless Shakespeare-like personalities that nobody, in the Elizabethan 

times, had the power to predict them or even have hunch about their 

potential. Why? Because there is a very big difference between the author 

from that era and the author - as a cultural product developed by the work of 

several generations. The actual Shakespeare is the product of a cultural 
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effort, especially done by the European culture. Still, let’s not forget that in 

this process, somehow, the Japanese culture also took part. In order to build 

the cultural concept called Shakespeare, the European culture has been 

working for 400 years. We must be very aware of the fact that Shakespeare 

is the product of those 400 years and not that these 400 years are the product 

of Shakespeare. 

Perhaps I was too radical in my statement, but this is the direction I 

try to embrace, Shakespeare the author, the one who wrote, hardly to say that 

he has signed, there are quite a lot of controversy on this subject, but the one 

who has significantly contributed to the production of these texts that we call 

Shakespeare’s plays, but which are actually tokens of the creative process 

from the Globe Theatre, the place where Shakespeare was involved along 

with the whole team. We only discover Shakespeare literally, as a literature 

writer in his sonnets. Shakespeare’s plays are the result of a creative process 

at the Globe Theatre, where he accepted with all serenity and without any 

idea of cultural bias the fact that the observations that are being made in 

today’s rehearsal lead to the script revival for tomorrow’s rehearsal. 

Moreover, he did not always need these guidelines or requirements because 

he himself participated at the rehearsal process, observing what was 

happening, understanding and having the artistic compass of a creator to 

correct in one way or another, to rewrite, to redesign parts of the script. For 

sure, it is now known that it’s difficult or actually impossible to restore this 

kind of creative process. It is also a certainty that every time the text that 

Shakespeare used for the first rehearsal was extremely different from the one 

performed finally at the Globe Theatre, the one which was kept. 

Of course, the stylistic imprint, the final elaboration belongs to one 

man and this is Shakespeare himself. What we have to understand with great 

finesse and with all the necessary relativism is this idea, that the author - 
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Shakespeare, the one we are talking about today is the product of two 

creative processes: the first one defined timewise, within the Globe Theatre’s 

team, and the second one expanded during the 400 years of cultural 

evolution of Europe. Many of the theories regarding the text interpretation - 

the very notion of text is one that has been developing in these 400 years - 

are successive revolutions. From this point of view the subject is extremely 

complex, but we have not finalized the problem concerning the connection 

between the theatrical creation and the text and the relationship between 

Shakespeare – the real author and Shakespeare – as a cultural composition. 

We gathered here for something else, the topic that made me very 

glad when it was proposed by the organizers of this event: Shakespeare in 

relation to pedagogy. When we intend to turn the topic of Shakespeare in a 

development area for the theatre artist - the actor primarily, but not only, this 

being very important for the director and the stage designer also - at that time 

we step on a territory that has to be defined differently. At that moment 

Shakespeare becomes a work resource. It is healthier to approach him with 

less respect, but recognizing the extraordinary quality of his work: the place 

to learn. For this, of course, we study parts of the play. We can deepen the 

study of the scene to the detriment of the whole piece. Why do we do this? 

Because theatre study could ultimately be reduced to the study of an 

author. In other words, all theatre themes can be discovered starting from 

several great authors. It’s not necessarily about Shakespeare, Chekhov is in 

the same situation. All fundamental themes, starting from the author’s theme 

to the actor’s one, from the theme of space to the costume one, the conflict 

theme, the theatrical situation theme, everything that is needed in order to 

study a drama act can be looked into by using as a working site the work of 

one great author, but probably no case is more complete than Shakespeare’s 

one. Using the Shakespearean resources, we can discover a lot of theatre 
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topics and not only the morphology of the theatre in an abstract sense, but 

also the theatre morphology of all time. Including contemporary theatre, 

which may very well be studied using the theme of Shakespeare provided 

that our mind is directed towards that. In this sense this is a very good work 

resource. Somehow, we find ourselves in the situation of the inhabitants 

from Sarmisegetuza who were just about to be brought to jail because they 

have built houses using the stronghold’s walls. It’s only natural, it’s not a 

robbery. It’s a natural thing because this is how we work, with the bricks 

from the past we build new houses. 

I return to the topic of theatre pedagogy starting from Shakespeare. 

There is a verse in Shakespeare that provides us with a crucial key: “All the 

world’s a stage”1. This metaphor was not invented by Shakespeare, it is old, 

from Antiquity, it is found at different authors and in different forms of art, 

but it is still somehow, with great accuracy and precision, reinvented in 

Shakespeare’s plays. And from there becomes a key to understanding the 

world. And then this book that I brought for the beauty of the object actually, 

it is in fact a book where you can read much more than the plays that are 

written inside, you can understand the world. 

Why? Because the whole world is a stage, and in here there are 

convened all artistic and cogitation manifestations forms so well. Thus, we 

can create with our mind a metaphor of the world seen as a stage and as a 

key for knowledge. With this, we take another important step in our analysis 

– theatre is more than what it seems at a first sight, meaning just a profession 

(any art can be seen as a profession, but from that moment it loses something 

essential), theatre is in fact a manner of discovering the world, and the 

metaphor is a cognitive one, very useful in our contemporary world.  

                                                           
1 William Shakespeare, As You Like it, Act II, Scene 7, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 

Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 266. 
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There are authors who say that this is the number one metaphor or the 

most productive one since the beginning of the 20th century until now. The 

20th century is marked by all sciences and all art forms, but this metaphor –

world as theatre – has enabled various sciences to progress, especially for the 

psychology area, but also in the field of sociology and human economics that 

are using information extracted from this manner of gather knowledge – the 

theatre world. Including army strategies and so on and so forth. To consider 

theatre a field of knowledge is an important tool nowadays. This is not a 

strategy in order to justify the involvement of theatre in the artistic research, 

it is just a real matter that leads people outside from this world to seek help 

in theatre in order to understand and conceive various theories and practices 

of the contemporary world. 

From this point of view drama pedagogy is much more important 

than it seems. It addresses to all individuals of the community and it is an 

essential contribution that drama universities bring into the contemporary 

society. Of course, there are areas in which the theatrical component of 

pedagogy is already well developed and there are others at the early 

beginning. There are nations who give a special attention to the theatrical 

behaviour and others who learn more slowly. We are part of the ones who 

have a native talent for theatre, but who have not yet managed to truly 

introduce the theatrical elements in the educational system. Therefore, 

discussing about Shakespeare in relation to drama pedagogy means debating 

on wisdom and training strategies. The latter can be of two types. The 

training strategies concerning the professional artist, what is taken in practice 

by our university, and the training strategies addressed to the ordinary human 

being, if we can call it this way, and which can bring a special contribution 

to the development of the human being as a whole. An extraordinary lesson 

that can be learned by the common person who studies Shakespeare, more or 
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less profoundly, as a script play or as a performance, is how he can be, how 

he can exist in the world, how he can interact with others. He can understand 

the notion of condition, a fundamental one not only for theatre, but also for 

the daily life, he can build his own survival strategies when it comes to be 

acknowledged in the contemporary society. 

I must tell you that I was always fascinated and interested by the 

manner this topic is taken into consideration in our university and I am aware 

of the situations also from the point of view of the directing department and 

from the drama one. It is also interesting how the set design department 

treats this topic and I am convinced that it is a very important element that 

enables the discovering and the development of special means of expression, 

be it either the case of the actor or the director or in order to understand the 

complexity of the notion of theatrical architecture in a dramatic sense. 

We need to think about how we should use Shakespeare as a teaching 

tool in working with children, teenagers and even adults. It is a research field 

that we just started to explore. I think there has to be found a middle way. 

The man has to be educated in order to maintain his behaviour within the 

limits that are accepted by the others; in our daily life we cannot be neither 

Othello nor Richard the III without great consequences, but at the same time 

there are many things to be learnt concerning the understanding of the human 

behaviour and we need not to avoid the word theatrical in the exhibit and 

development of our personality in society. For this we will start a large 

research action, more the young ones than I and I will end my speech. Maybe 

I have talked a little bit too fast, from the desire to be brief, but I hope I was 

able to transmit you the main ideas.  

BIBLIOGRAPHY:  

Shakespeare, William, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, Collins London and 

Glashow, 1991. 
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Leon Rubin, Professor (East 15 Acting School, 
University of Essex, UK) 

 
 

 

Shakespeare today 
 

 

 

 

If you have any questions we will stop and talk. I was talking to 

some of my acting students at my school in London and we were working on 

a soliloquy. Whenever they do it, I say to the actors “Ok, it’s quite good, but 

who are you talking to?” And nearly always there is the same answer: “I’m 

talking to myself.” which is not possible with Shakespeare although maybe 

on camera. I try to explain that the idea of explicit psychological analyses of 

character and self analysis is a post-Freudian concept. The soliloquy is also a 

character talking to the audience in Shakespeare and the best way to 

demonstrate this is by asking the actor to talk as though they were speaking 

to their best friend. They need to tell their friend what they are thinking and 

feeling and often ask then for advice and help. Rhetorical questions are 

usually therefore best delivered as real questions to their friend. 

Many years ago I was a frequent visitor, guest professor at GITIS in 

Moscow, so I went there very often, in the bad times as well during the 

Soviet Union period and we had many dialogues and something that... one 

thing they did when they came to power was to censor everything in the 

theatres; you will see that happening all over the world. One of the first acts 

of a fundamentalist or fascist regimes or totalitarian states (depends how you 

define it) will be to close the theatres and that also happened in 
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Shakespeare’s time. So, for about 13 to 15 years from 1592 there was no 

Shakespeare on the English stage. Fear of theatre is fear of radical and 

challenging thought. So one of the things we have to remember is that 

actually we don’t know very much about Shakespeare’s stage, we have 

fragments, we have little bits of information, but I think all of us sometime 

imagine that we know more than we really know about the historic context. 

We don’t know very much, we don’t even know if we have today an 

accurate reconstruction of the Globe Theatre. The one in London is based on 

the best evidence but actually it’s detective work, it’s guesswork with a little 

bit of evidence. There’s only one drawing from the period (created in 1596 

by Johannes de Witt of the Swan Theatre), one drawing that is not very good, 

no detail from outside, no measurement, no detailed interior and that’s the 

only evidence. We have one or two witnesses that went to see performances 

and wrote a few notes, we learned that. The Globe Theatre, when it was 

reconstructed in England fairly recently, worked on archaeological evidence, 

they found some of the foundation so they started to understand the scale, the 

size and there were scraps of information, there was a bill so they know how 

many pieces of wood they bought from a certain company and then you have 

how many bricks were made. In other words it was a detective job to go back 

in time and I think is really important to understand that.  

Secondly, we don’t really know very much about the life of William 

Shakespeare. We know fragments, we know bits and pieces, we know 

conspiracy theories that he didn’t even exist but I think we can forget that. 

Let’s work with the evidence we have: we know he was an actor; it’s pretty 

much from an actor’s point of view much of the writing. We don’t know 

how he worked, how he worked with other people (although we know he did 

collaborate with other dramatists in the fashion of the time), we don’t know 

how a play was created whether it was all written in a room with a candle 
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or... we just don’t know. We do know that he collaborated a little bit near the 

end of his career, we have some evidence about that, we know the actors 

only got their parts and cues; we know they didn’t get the whole play. They 

were only given their own words to learn with a prompt. You know all this 

already, I’m sure. They knew what the next line was from the next actor and 

that’s interesting to try as an acting exercise. Have you ever tried doing that 

in a class? It’s a very interesting exercise, you only have your own lines and 

the first line of the next person or the person before and the concentration 

level goes up. The fact that everybody has to listen and concentrate every 

minute of the production in case you missed that one cue is a very good 

exercise because you realize that they had to, must’ve worked in that way. 

So we can talk about a little bit more historic evidence but we really don’t 

know very much. Secondly, the only real evidence we have, I mean solid 

evidence, is in the plays themselves. So the text of the play tells us quite a lot 

about both the situation, the narrative, the story, but also a little bit about 

what is happening on the stage. For example, Hamlet gives advice to the 

players and he says how to speak the verse: 

“Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 

you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth it, 

as many of your players do, I had as lief the 

town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air 

too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently; 

for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, 

the whirlwind of passion, you must acquire and beget 

a temperance that may give it smoothness. O, it 

offends me to the soul to hear a robustious 

periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to 

very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who 
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for the most part are capable of nothing but 

inexplicable dumbshows and noise: I would have such 

a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant; it  

out-herods Herod: pray you, avoid it…”2 

So, we a little bit of acting style evidence but the rest of it we have to 

find it like a detective really, we have to go through. The advice still seems 

pretty good! However, and this is another warning really, don’t believe most 

of the historic evidence unless you really know where it comes from because 

we all talk about it without really knowing sometimes. I do it too, I have to 

stop myself.  

Also, let’s talk about the text quickly. It is not a hundred percent 

historically accurate. We know Shakespeare used different versions. Why do 

we know? Because they still exist otherwise we wouldn’t know. So the 

Quartos versions as they’re called we think, but we don’t know, are the 

unofficial versions. Maybe they were written down by actors who wrote 

down and together recreated them in order to steal the production so they 

could do it somewhere else and put a different writer’s name on it which was 

common in that period. It may have been what we would call today a stage 

manager, somebody writing down and recording the text, but if you look at 

them and compare the different versions, what you see is that they change 

probably for a different circumstance, different audience, different building, 

different performance. We are not sure but that’s probably true. We think the 

best text of Shakespeare is the First Folio. Are you familiar with all these 

things? Tell me, help me here. You know what I’m talking about? The First 

Folio was compiled by friends of Shakespeare, actors to make sure that we 

didn’t lose it. However, that was published in 1623, consisting of 36 plays, 

                                                           
2 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1048. 
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seven years after his death. So you can imagine the possibilities of mistakes, 

errors, lost material. Not every play is in the Folio, not all the plays are there. 

I don’t want to talk too much about history but I’m just trying to tell you 

how we don’t have to trust hundred percent of any of the evidence that we 

think we’ve got. 

Finally, inside the Folio there are changes of spelling and grammar, 

punctuation which in the work we will do together this afternoon you will 

realize why that’s important. It’s not accurate because there were different 

people putting the typeface ready to print it and each of them had their own 

way of doing things. So some detective academics have worked out there’s 

compositors, generally referred to as A, B, C, D and E who use slightly 

different methods. So although the evidence in the text is good, it’s the best 

we’ve got but you have to have a great sense of distrust and suspicion. So 

when you start to rehearse Shakespeare the first thing you’ve got to do is 

forget everything that any of us have ever taught you and go from the text.  

Translation brings about other questions, if that interests you. It’s a 

passion of mine to talk about translating Shakespeare. We can talk about that 

because it’s impossible to translate everything, not only Shakespeare but 

there are challenges with other playwrights too, but Shakespeare has 

particular difficulties. The translator has to make decisions and choices and 

very often they are choosing between clarity of narrative, character and 

poetry. There are other things and one of them is humor or not to have 

humor. Because the biggest problem with translation in my experience is that 

many of the jokes have disappeared and lost meaning and this is really 

important to understand about Shakespeare because I would argue that this is 

one important characteristic of Shakespeare, in addition to everything 

everyone has already said today. Everybody has already talked about all the 

layers and elements, you know, from poetry to philosophy to the big things 
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about love and death and war. However, there’s one more, which is – this is 

really important to grasp – that there is no real thing such as a tragedy or a 

comedy in Shakespeare. We have convenient labels sometimes but actually 

every tragedy in Shakespeare is full of jokes, full of it. I mean lots and lots of 

jokes, words that mean two different things. Earlier today one of the 

speakers, somebody came in late and said “Get thee to the nunnery”3. 

Actually no one realized that in England it means brothel. So immediately 

you have a different understanding of what he’s saying to her. It’s more 

terrible than getting to a nunnery. Which is fine, I mean that’s the top 

meaning, but when you realize how terrible is what he’s really saying to 

Ophelia: go work in the brothel. There are some translations that try to pick 

it up and it’s so important. But of course it’s difficult. In the middle of, all 

the way through King Lear, in the heat of confusion when he’s going not 

mad but close to it, it’s full of jokes and the Fool is there to jolt him into 

realisation of the consequences of his actions. In Othello, even when 

Desdemona is going to be murdered Iago maintains his wry smile and 

humorous edge. Hamlet is completely full of jokes and the question is why. 

Similarly, comedy is always on the edge of tragedy. The only difference is it 

doesn’t happen, they don’t die. It resolves itself differently in the end, but in 

a translation or a production if you start from the idea that tragedy is always 

serious, for me you’ve already lost a lot of the original and I’ve seen many 

productions where this is the case.  Shakespeare uses humor in order to make 

the pain more painful, it twists and turns within one act, one scene even 

within one speech or one line. You move from humor to something 

profoundly serious. Now, that still exists in English theatre today. You will 

almost never find a contemporary play that does not contain those two 

elements. It’s very deep enough in the cultural psyche of Britain today. And 

                                                           
3 Idem, Act III, Scene 1, p. 1047. 
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it’s not true of many other countries tradition. The neoclassical divide 

between tragedy and comedy has separated in many cultural traditions and I 

don’t know Romanian traditions but I know French and German and 

classical means serious. You don’t laugh very much in Racine; it’s 

exquisitely, relentlessly serious. Molière is one exception that sometimes 

moves between the two. Chekhov is the great learner of that and brought that 

into the Russian tradition really; Chekhov recognized that depth to 

Shakespeare, that balance between humor and seriousness but in many 

traditions it doesn’t exist, it’s pure. Shakespeare is not pure, he’s very 

impure. Somebody here said he is imperfect and I absolutely agree. And 

that’s the beauty, it’s the imperfection, the impurity and that affects 

everything but I’ll give you a couple of examples.  

My background is a director by the way, I’m not a real academic, I 

am a professor and I teach but I’m a theatre director so my prejudice comes 

from that side and I will give a couple of examples which I learned from as a 

practitioner, one that we will be looking at, probably tomorrow. You all 

know Romeo and Juliet and people have referred to it today in an interesting 

way which I want to add to, actually, about the pedagogy of Shakespeare, but 

we’ll come to that. Romeo and Juliet is a good example. I directed it in 

Santiago in Chile in South America. Have any of you heard about Pablo 

Neruda? A great poet, the most important poet. Most countries have their 

famous playwright, poet. Pushkin perhaps in Russia, who also loved 

Shakespeare. Neruda is like a literary God in Santiago, in Chile. But before 

he died he wrote his own translation of Romeo and Juliet which was never 

professionally produced and I was invited to go and direct the professional 

premiere after he died. Of course, it’s in Spanish. I don’t speak Spanish, but I 

did do a lot of homework with Spanish speaking friends and tried to prepare 

for that. But during the rehearsals I realised after the first week or ten days 
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that what we had was a translation full of errors, full of wrong choices. 

Sometimes you can’t say right or wrong they’re just choices but in this case 

there were clearly wrong; he had misunderstood the tone of the original so 

we called in a specialist linguistics translator who was very good and we 

identified the problems and tried to adjust and fix them. For example, I’ll 

give you a specific example: in the original which is lost in some translations 

– I don’t know your translation so you can tell me – but in the English one as 

I and perhaps others see it Romeo does not have the same level of language 

as Juliet. In fact until halfway through the play his level of poetry is terrible, 

everything he says is a cliché, everything he quotes and says is second hand, 

giving warning signs about Romeo to the audience, because at the beginning 

of the play who is he in love with? Not Juliet. He’s in love with somebody 

else so the whole opening of our introduction to Romeo is him in love with 

somebody else and within two minutes he meets Juliet and he’s in love with 

her. So, what do we believe about his sincerity at that moment in the play? I 

think Shakespeare is telling us to be very cautious and I think Juliet says that 

many times too. We will look at that. She doesn’t trust him, she does feel 

something for him of course but she doesn’t trust him, we don’t trust him but 

the Elizabethan language tells us even more. What he’s quoting to her is like 

a kind of second hand poetry from a paperback that he bought. What do you 

say when you want to get a girl in bed? You say this and you say that. And 

that is what he was doing, his language reflects that. However, the language 

of Juliet is exquisite, beautiful from the beginning, her level of language and 

her thoughts are very heightened and highly original as well, you can’t find 

them elsewhere. If you look at other texts of the period you won’t find the 

same level of language. By the banquet scene when they first really come 

together Juliet is teaching him what it means to be in love. That’s what the 

scene is about. It’s not a love song, it’s not a love duet with two equal 
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partners speaking once they’re in love. But in many translations that I’ve 

come across, not all, they’re treated as equals in their sincerity and their use 

of language, which complete changes it. It can still be very beautiful like a 

poem or a song but it’s not what Shakespeare wrote. He wrote something 

that’s full of humor. Romeo makes mistake after mistake, after mistake. He 

is very clumsy, he says the wrong things, stupid things when you start to 

look at it. Juliet, she may be amused by that but she’s also nervous of it, 

she’s frightened of it but by the end of the balcony scene Romeo’s language 

starts to rise. After the balcony scene his language gets up enough, by the 

end of the play he is speaking, if you like, the level of poetry of Juliet. In 

other words they’ve really fallen in love but not for the first part of the play 

up to the balcony scene.  

In the Pablo Neruda version everything was so beautifully translated, 

I mean I sat hours going through it. It was beautiful but he had missed all the 

humor and all the toughness of Romeo and Juliet. It became softened and 

that applies to the way the boys speak to each other, the jokes they make, the 

very sexual puns and exchanges they make were lost; it was softened down. 

So by the second week of rehearsal I had a complete crisis because the actors 

I was working with, they we’re trying to do what I wanted, but in their heart 

they were offended that we were changing the words of Pablo Neruda. Only 

really halfway through they understood I wasn’t directing Shakespeare’s 

Romeo and Juliet, I was directing Pablo Neruda’s Romeo and Juliet and 

therefore had to put the language back to what it was and accept what we 

were creating something quite different. And it was a big learning cycle for 

me realizing that in a way Shakespeare gets possessed by the people working 

on it, it becomes theirs, the production is no longer mine or in a sense his and 

it’s no longer what it was and I think from that point, to me, translation 

became really important.  
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I’ll give you one more example but I don’t want to take too much 

time but I think it is important when we talk about language and your points 

were very good about dealing with poetry as much as I understood. It’s 

important, it’s not just character, is not just story, it’s something else that 

takes you as an actor into another level of skill. Working at GITIS in 

Moscow... do you ever hear about Shakespeare’s sonnets as a pedagogic 

tool? Do you use them as a speech? Turn them into a speech like an actor’s 

speech in a speech? It’s a great exercise. Speak it like a speech not like 

poetry and it becomes really quite interesting. We were studying one sonnet, 

sonnet 29 and I did a Master class and there were a lot of people I didn’t 

know would be there, distinguished professors and actors, public, I thought it 

was a small workshop but it wasn’t. We worked on it in some detail, we 

worked on it from an acting point of view, but I knew there was something 

wrong. I could feel something in this understanding of what was underneath 

so we talked about it, we looked at the translation which was by Pushkin, 

who again is as revered as Neruda. Pushkin’s translations are so important to 

a lot of actors that for them that is the real Shakespeare, not my Shakespeare. 

And again the problem was there are one or two words in that sonnet that are 

the clue to what the sonnet is really about. In the original English there’s a 

reference to Heaven’s Gate, he talks about “hymns to Heaven” and he talks 

about the dark earth and one or two other references that tell you that he’s 

possibly talking about someone who’s dead. Now, he’s not actually talking 

about a love that he lost in normal life, he is possibly/probably talking about 

someone who died and if you look at the original you see other evidence, 

you see the clues, but in the Pushkin translation those specific words had 

disappeared being written differently and the indications are just not there. 

There was no reference that might suggest it was about someone who died 

and it completely changes some of the feeling and pressure that goes with the 
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speech as it becomes a more normal poem about lost love. The Russian 

actors were genuinely surprised and disappointed that the Shakespeare they 

had been brought up with was not the same as the sonnet we were 

examining. There are many other examples and I’m not criticizing translators 

because they have to choose but as actors and directors I think you need to 

investigate, you need to look at the English even if your English isn’t great, 

you can read the notes, you can study looking at it and try and get a feeling. 

That feeling sometimes can be used even if you’re working with a translation 

that’s different. It can help you understand some of the nuance and detail and 

through the work we’ll do this afternoon we’ll try to show how some of that 

goes on.  

I think it’s a very complicated feeling but let’s go back more to 

Shakespeare and the main things which are: 1. He is still our contemporary 

and 2. Pedagogy as a tool or, as a weapon, as I like to think of it. Romeo and 

Juliet was mentioned and it’s interesting because yes, it’s about young love 

and we can find easy examples in our life or our children’s life that talk 

about that but sometimes it’s been used as a pedagogical tool; it’s been used 

in America, in New York and Britain in a few very tough areas of youth as 

an exercise in teaching them something about what happens when it’s all 

conflict, what happens to conflict after conflict, revenge after revenge, so 

actually very interesting work, a very good documentary about using it 

actually as a tool for social cohesion. It’s very successful, kids relate to it 

very quickly and they like the games, they can relate to the kids on the street 

or rival gangs. We have that problem in most cities and I think that’s a theme 

of the play that is not always very important in production but is very 

important as a tool, as a weapon. On the other extreme, outside of the 

Academy, Henry V if you’re familiar with it, there’s a great speech before 

the big battle where he talks to the troops and tells all the soldiers, gets them 



24 

 

excited about going to fight: “One more into the breach dear friends…”4 

Motivational speaking - that is used commonly in UK to train executives in 

big companies. A lot of actors make a very good living in the UK by taking 

some exercises and using them as a tool to train chief executives and 

companies, nothing to do with theatre at all because of the motivation and 

because of the quality of language and thought and that they, giving you a 

clue here, have to make a living. And, in other words, Shakespeare can be 

used in all kinds of ways that we don’t expect. In terms of training actors, 

many of the things I would say have been said but let me give you just a few 

other thoughts building on earlier comments, a few thoughts to provoke you 

really. I would make one statement which for me is very important: 

Shakespeare as you know is written sometimes in verse, sometimes in prose, 

some plays written nearly entirely in verse, some plays written very heavily 

in prose and understanding the difference between them is very important.  

Prose is very flexible and actually is great for detail and narrative and 

is also an invitation to improvise sometimes. That’s a radical thought that 

Shakespeare, in comedy when it’s written in prose, it’s an invitation to be 

active, to add their own moments, possibly their own words. Some of the 

jokes in prose in Shakespeare are terrible because they’ve lost their impact 

over time. Do you know Pericles? In Pericles there are a few brothel scenes 

and the jokes are very, very sexual, about sexual disease and all, very 

Elizabethan jokes. Most of them, because of the language, have no impact. 

Now if you try to say them to an English actor it’s not funny and it’s terrible 

to watch on stage because all the actors will try to show you that it’s sexual. 

They will start pointing... you know, to show you. It doesn’t work. There is 

no point in delivering them so you have choices, you can cut them, which is 

                                                           
4 William Shakespeare, Henry V, Act III, Scene 1, op. cit., p. 563. 

 



25 

 

what happens in some translations or (which is what I do) rewrite them with 

the actors. I say okay let’s understand what was the joke, let’s do our 

research, let’s look at the dictionaries, let’s understand why were they 

laughing originally. Once you understood the joke we then spend time 

together creating new contemporary jokes that have the same spirit or the 

same purpose and then we make jokes or borrow jokes that we think are 

funny we then try to disguise them back into Elizabethan language and put 

them back in the play so that they’re not obviously different in language and 

texture. And it works very well so it’s a possibility. So one thing for me with 

prose is to feel free to improvise. Remember that Shakespeare, that beautiful 

book we had here it’s not the Quran, it’s not the Bible. If you’re an atheist it 

doesn’t matter anyway but what if you’re a believer you trust the language of 

that. With Shakespeare you are free to change it, to cut it, to translate it 

because it’s bigger than we are. After we’ve done what we do to it, it will 

wiggle free. Shakespeare always escapes, gets free and is there for the next 

person to read and look at it. So I think in England we have quite a robust 

feeling about Shakespeare. I will get onto other things about what we don’t 

think you should do but certainly with prose I think you should feel a little 

bit free to invent possibly language but certainly physical evidence around it.  

Now verse, which is the most difficult thing to translate. A few 

things about verse that I think: it’s very economic, it may seem very long 

when you’re watching Hamlet for hours but the expression of emotion, 

thought, action, with all of those things packed in it’s actually very 

economic. Again, a good acting exercise is to take a verse speech and 

challenge everybody to try and write in modern prose as much content as 

there is in the original. In other words, retaining all the values there. But it 

will be much longer, it will always be twice as long. Verse is actually quite 

an economic way of expressing high thought, high emotion. That’s what 
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verse does. You cannot, in Shakespeare, express strong emotion, complex 

thoughts without moving into verse. So it’s not because it’s verse. I’m not 

talking about it as “Oh it’s verse, therefore we have to do something about 

it.” It’s there for a reason. But the one thing about verse that I think and 

many directors disagree with others is that when you’re working with verse 

there is no subtext. Zero subtext would be my statement. It’s something I 

debated long time in Russia where they think of Shakespeare’s as Chekhov 

and therefore the actors are continually trying to tell you what’s happening 

between the lines: the continuity of unspoken thoughts. I think the modern 

actor struggles with this. I mean, remember we live after Freud. In 

Shakespeare’s world psychology doesn’t exist but he’s an amazing 

psychologist but not in terms that him or anyone of his time would have 

understood. However living in this post Freud world and in this world we 

live in, as actors, as directors we have to deal with that. We need 

psychological emotional, credibility, continuity. Shakespeare doesn’t give a 

damn. He relates to some of the points earlier in a way about need, the need 

to do something, how to do it. But when you speak verse, this is the 

interesting thing, they tell you what they’re going to do quite often but they 

also tell you something else and this is the lost side of Shakespeare. They tell 

you what they feel. They actually tell you in most situations (it’s not a 

hundred percent true) but they tell you what they feel, tell you what they’re 

thinking, tell you when they’re not sure. So, I will argue that they tell you 

what they’re feeling there for you don’t need to give that feeling between the 

lines. It’s in the lines and in the original text, if you look carefully, generally 

they tell you what they’re feeling or thinking. Therefore, you don’t need as 

an actor to start having long pauses, you don’t need to wink to tell us what 

you actually mean or even other more subtle signs. So, I would argue no 

subtext in verse and I think that’s difficult for the modern actor. So therefore, 
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how do you act Shakespeare? It’s a question that’s been answered. A lot of it 

was already answered, you stole from what I wanted to say.  

Audience: I have a question. In the balcony scene where Romeo is speaking, 

is he talking in an Italian sonnet or in English sonnet form?  

The only sonnet form I recognize is actually in the ballroom scene. 

When they meet in the ballroom they’re actually sharing a sonnet, they’re 

rapping together. You can’t get more intimate than sharing a sonnet. Let’s 

take a look for a minute at the balcony scene because that’s a scene that I 

think is often miss-staged. I don’t mean as s director’s choice but 

accidentally. If you look at an Elizabethan theatre with the balcony in the 

back, if you try to reproduce that on a proscenium stage with the balcony at 

the back you actually have Romeo facing his back to the audience for most 

of the balcony scene. Apart from when he awkwardly tries to turn around. 

But if you look carefully, a lot of the balcony scene he’s not talking to Juliet, 

it doesn’t serve the point. He’s talking to us and actually he’s saying to us 

she’s beautiful. Oh my God, look at the sun that’s her.  He is actually having 

a very intimate conversation with us so clearly he shouldn’t be talking up to 

the balcony for much of that scene which questions whether the balcony be 

there or where it should be. I think you have to redo that scene by the 

evidence.  

Audience: We use more and more devices and tools in pedagogy and also 

technologies are more and more present in our lives. You just mentioned that 

we have only fragments about the past of Shakespeare and the present is the 

only experience we share now together and I’m really curious how do you 

see the future of technology and theatre. 

It’s a good question because as actors, as directors, it’s our future as 

well as the audience’s. A couple of things: Shakespeare on film has been 
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very interesting and evolved. I think it can work but it doesn’t work very 

often. But it can work. How do I explain? It’s like Pablo Neruda. You have 

got to rethink it. You’ve actually got to reimagine it. How much you’re 

authentic or not is a question we’ll get on to. But for instance, the Leonardo 

DiCaprio Romeo and Juliet I’m sure you’ve all see that, for a younger 

generation, probably not yours but the one before, that was an absolutely 

important film. It brought a lot of people to be interested in Shakespeare who 

never were before, particularly in America, in Britain. It succeeded. I mean I 

used to talk to students about it, not now but 10 years ago and it was really 

instrumental. It brought them to Shakespeare when they were hostile before. 

Why? Because it was so contemporary, guns and drugs and it had things 

connected. From a pure point of view, they speak the verse horribly, they 

mangle it, they twist it, I don’t know what they’re saying. It’s very badly 

spoken but in the context of that film, at that time and that place I think it’s 

fine. If you want it’s the Pablo Neruda. The DiCaprio version and I think you 

have to accept it like that. 

Long time before, I think it was 1968 perhaps, there was another 

Romeo and Juliet by Franco Zeffirelli; in its time it had exactly the same 

effect on the generation of its time. They found it really moving, beautiful 

and sexy, there were actually naked bodies. Actually, the verse was well-

spoken but that’s not important. The imagining or reimagining of it worked 

and was quite powerful. So it can work. In England we’ve learned more from 

foreign films than our own about Shakespeare. Do you know Throne of 

Blood by Kurosawa after Macbeth and Ran after King Lear? His versions of 

those two plays changed our perception of what Shakespeare could be. It was 

absolutely a different way of reimagining completely inside another cultural 

context. The Japanese stage director Ninagawa has done something similar 

by a visual way of looking at Shakespeare that shocks and a sensibility that 
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comes from a different tradition. I think in general film already has one 

answer and has already embraced Shakespeare. Some of the versions of it are 

really awful. Never look at the BBC Shakespeare. If you have them, burn 

them! They are really bad. However, in many parts of the world they were a 

very important touchdown for people studying, reading, acting Shakespeare 

for the first time. They opened up the world of Shakespeare. So again, in 

their context, in their time and place they were very important. They were 

the first, if you like, media change. The verse is badly spoken, there’s one or 

two individual actors who are very good but the direction is awful. And 

there’s a good reason for that, they decided for some reason (it was long 

before my time so I don’t know why) not to use any of the theatre directors 

of Shakespeare who were very experienced. They used television directors 

with minimum understanding of Shakespeare because they thought it was 

more important to understand the medium rather than the content. Many 

people say that was a wrong choice. The second wrong choice was they 

designed them as kind of half studio and half theatre style so you get these 

very artificial sets and so on. And most of them are in the Elizabethan period, 

all of which there were better ways of doing it. However, I travel a lot 

around the world and work things and for a lot of people they were important 

in that time, in that place. The new challenges are here already with media; 

for instance, the National Theatre now live streams some productions. They 

actually film them live and show them in cinemas that are licensed. In some 

ways that’s quite an interesting development and internationally it has been 

quite important for people that aren’t exposed to any of that big scale UK 

Shakespeare. What’s interesting is that in the UK a lot of theatres are saying 

that is damaging their audiences, that people are choosing not to come to live 

performance in a local theatre when they can watch the broadcast 

performance from London in another. That’s quite interesting and there is a 
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big argument about this at the moment: it’s progress on one side but it’s also 

a threat on the other side and if that expands and they recorded it and show it 

again it could be quite dangerous in terms of live audiences. The big 

development that we’re all waiting for I think is in virtual reality and 3D. I 

think that’s where Shakespeare will be born again and be quite interesting 

when it’s more experiential. I don’t know what will happen, it has yet to be 

done but that must be the next digital advance. Some things are positive and 

some are negative but I would guess everybody in this room loves live 

theatre. It would be surprising if you didn’t. Who knows what will exist in 

30-40 years. I mean we don’t know. A lot of theatres have closed in England, 

we’ve lost quite a lot of theatres, we still got huge numbers but less than 10 

years ago... Actually, right here on my phone I’ve got an app that has all the 

sonnets on it so if I have a 20-minute idle time I look at a sonnet that I’ve 

never looked at before. I love that, for me that’s positive, having the sonnets 

on my phone it seems to me as a digital progress but I think we don’t know 

till we meet it but I’m sure those are the next things. Shakespeare has been 

reinvented many times and in a way that’s what I wanted to speak about 

next. So it’s a good bridge question.  

The Shakespeare that we often do in the UK is more connected to the 

1960s than it is to Elizabethan England and that’s for the reason that the 

Royal Shakespeare Company was actually only created around that year. 

When the company was created it had a mission to modernize and reimagine 

Shakespeare because the Shakespeare on the stage before that was very 

much of 1950s. There wasn’t much Shakespeare during the war period and 

1950s Shakespeare was very stiff, very rhetorical and it related actually to 

Victorian or sort of turn-of-the-century before 1900s Shakespeare in style. 

Victorian Shakespeare had nothing to do with the Elizabethan Shakespeare. 

You can study all these in the textbooks but in fact there was a whole period 
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of around 100-150 years were Shakespeare was dominated by sets and 

design and what they at that time called realism. We talked about 

Midsummer Night’s Dream. You know, in 1900 there was a production, a 

big one in London where they felt they had to make things real so the magic 

of the spirituality we talked about wasn’t there. What they did was plant 

dozens of trees on the stage because the forest had to be real. The actor-

manager, Beerbohm Tree, was there, looked at it, stood back and said 

something’s missing. Somebody said to him rabbits. So they went and got 

some live rabbits to be running around to make it real. That understanding of 

modern Shakespeare for that period has little connection to what we think 

Elizabethan theatre with much of the inheritance of that period with big sets. 

And they used to cut the play, which is the next thing we’ll get onto in a 

minute if we have time. The sets were so big and required so much detail that 

they took many people to move them and change them. The scene changes 

took longer than the text. So they cut the text to fit the scene changes. A 

whole period of Shakespeare that had a different focus. But that was the time 

and the technology because the stage technology allowed those sets to be up 

and moving and that kind of improvement in lighting that went with it from 

gas light into electricity changed the different kinds of settings in stage 

technology. So that was, if you like, a technological revolution. By 1960 

there was a movement that started actually in 1900 also which said let’s 

reclaim Shakespeare. It was led by William Poel and his Elizabethan Stage 

Society. Let’s try to go back to what we think Elizabethan theatre was all 

about. And they had two principles. One of them was that you should speak 

the verse quickly. It sounds simple but it’s actually quite profound. It’s 

designed to be spoken quickly, rapidly not with lots of thought between the 

lines. Secondly, from the little bit we know about Elizabethan theatre we 

believe that there were no such things as scene changes. There may have 
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been a few props if you want but there’s no evidence that suggests that they 

used anything even vaguely realistic whatever term you want to use for that. 

So they started to say let’s get rid of all the scenery that was still there in 

there until the 1960s, not as much of course but it was still the same thinking. 

Let’s get rid of it all, let’s hang a few curtains and let’s make it rapidly 

spoken and let’s go back to the flow, trying to find the rhythm, energy as a 

principle. How to speak the verse was debated for years. 

In 1960 the Royal Shakespeare Company was formed. It’s not the 

historic company that some people think, it’s not hundreds of years old. The 

1960s was a period of revolution and student politics, young people asserting 

themselves socially, politically. It was a sort of young person’s revolution in 

some parts of Europe and America and the RSC was to reflect that. They 

were going to produce and the big emphasis was our modern Shakespeare, 

but not entirely. Modern dress as a concept: the thinking was it’s not new 

and actually that’s what Shakespeare did because he dressed his actors in 

costumes of his own time and place even if they were supposed to be playing 

Julius Caesar. As the evidence we have suggests they didn’t wear togas, they 

wore Elizabethan costumes. And what’s the evidence? The evidence is 

people talk in the text about what someone’s wearing. It’s the best evidence 

of all. So in other words he used modern dress, he didn’t care that it was in a 

different place, different time. So, the 1960s it was all about trying to pick up 

the spirit of Elizabethan England but in a very contemporary way using 

modern technology on the stage, a lot of strobe lighting effects and things 

that were quite new at that time were very common. There was a famous 

Hamlet, directed by Peter Hall and starring David Warner, that happened 

almost at the beginning of that company where he dressed like a student and 

he had a scarf. In that period every student had a scarf with the colors of their 

college or school. Hamlet wore a scarf and that sounds like nothing, but it 
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was a huge statement. The audiences understood immediately what it meant 

and the young audience flocked to see it. Before it was always a bit more 

older audience and these types of small shifts are actually very radical. The 

younger audiences started to connect with Shakespeare. Two things 

happened: one was the modernity of it, the embracing of the modern stage 

and the way you speak verse. But this is the other important thing if you 

want to understand anything about how we think about Shakespeare. 

Alongside the proscenium in the Stratford-upon Avon theatre, which was a 

very 1950s building by the way with the audience way back, a long way 

from the actors, which pushes the actors into a kind of physicality and 

gesture sometimes because they’re worried about feeling small and 

surrounded and so the style of acting gets forced that way. They opened a 

small scale theatre called The Other Place a few years later and the idea was 

this: in The Other Place there was going to be small scale Shakespeare, just 

120-130 seats, like a studio. Today that doesn’t sound very interesting but 

that was new then. By the 1960s there were lots of small theatres beginning 

to open up in London, but having a studio theatre, or black box if you like, 

changes the intimacy between the actors and the audience and therefore it 

changes the style and content. The radical thing of that period and the RSC 

was that the same actors would be contracted for a season and they would be 

cast in plays between the two stages, some in one some in the other. Each 

actor had about 4-5 plays for the season. When it started there was huge 

resistance from the actors who absolutely refused to act in that small space. 

They felt that was somehow not right. Within two years the actors were 

refusing to act on the big stage that they were arguing, they wanted to do 

more intimate Shakespeare and if you think about it in terms of technology 

it’s the same period that television becomes massively popular. It was around 

since 1936, but actually almost every household had a television by the 
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1960s and later on you get color TV as well. So the studio, which is intimate, 

was important because people got used to seeing actors in their own room on 

television. We moved from radio (which is another discussion radio-drama) 

in television studios and that at the RSC changed fundamentally much of the 

thinking about the acting process of Shakespeare. However, there were more 

debates about was the right way to speak verse, poetry and not lose it in the 

in the technology revolution that was going on. The other thing about the 

new RSC is that they produced new plays by contemporary writers as well as 

modern classics alongside Shakespeare. The idea was that the actors should 

not spend all their time working on Shakespeare and Elizabethan text but 

they should also do contemporary classics and new plays. And at the time 

that was radical thinking. That inheritance has really dominated everything, 

almost every thing we do in Shakespeare for decades afterwards. How do 

you play Hamlet to a modern audience that stare at their phones during the 

first long speech? How do you deal with that? The concentrations span 

seems to be less. What do you do in America where people are used to 

commercial breaks every 20 minutes on television? Each time you’re dealing 

with a threat or an opportunity, depends how you see it. It’s an interesting 

question and I think has to do with where we’ve come and where we are. 

Where the future will go I don’t know. 
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Dr. Dan Vasiliu, Professor 
 
 

 

A Speech on How Shakespeare’s 

Pedagogy Can Be Perceived 
 

 

I will give no talk, no lesson. Throughout the whole of April, I did 

nothing other than travel the country giving lessons on Shakespeare. 

I would like to present you today with a character that I assume you 

know, I believe you know, I believe you can imagine them, I believe you 

dream of them. 

What a superb speech Professor Florin Zamfirescu gave us. Up until 

ow I have never heard an opinion of such kind on Shakespeare. From now on 

I will always remember it and claim: “Professor Zamfirescu referenced the 

Shakespearean key of the dream”. 

And, speaking of dreams, last night I dreamt that I was meeting 

Shakespeare. There he is, it’s Shakespeare (points the blank page of the 

flipchart). Mr Rector, thank you very much, this looks like a sarcophagus 

[pointing to a volume of the complete works of Shakespeare]. And do you 

know why? Because we are very merry at a memorial service. 400 years 

since Shakespeare’s death. What do Romanians do at a memorial service? 

They make merry! Especially today, when Romanians have spread all over 

the globe. And thus, the whole globe makes merry about poor Shakespeare 

who can’t find a good place to hide (points to the blank sheet of the 

flipchart). 
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What was my dream about? I live in an apartment block. I dreamt 

that across the hallway from my door there was a door that didn’t have the 

“n” number with the usual lock, peephole, and chain. This is the flat (draws 

the door of an apartment block flat). What did it say on the door this 

morning? Flat 400! Either I dreamt the wrong dream, or something strange 

happened, especially since I was about to come here, on the third day after 

Easter, to talk about Shakespeare and present something tonic, good, 

beautiful, and international about him. 

I knocked on the door, there was no bell. The English have knockers 

on their doors. It was a bit early, 6 in the morning. Screech, the door opens, 

and who do you think appears? Shakespeare the neighbour. Except he didn’t 

have a face. What face can Shakespeare have from the point of view of 

theatrical pedagogy? 

This calls for a return to what Professor Florin Zamfirescu used to 

say: what is our situation? Ancient tragedy or modern tragedy? Is 

Shakespeare laughing or crying? Is he a theatre man? He is. So, he laughs 

and cries as well. He was mad at me for waking him up in the morning, but 

afterwards I explained to him why. Because I wanted to meet him. And he 

smiled. 

I think it was him who gave me the idea of this presentation. Because 

he let me steal one of his ideas. Namely, a book. I have it here, in my pocket. 

You will get goose bumps when I tell you what book I have in my pocket. 

Here is Prospero’s book! (takes out a coloured post-it from his pocket). You 

know, Prospero has a problem. He gets upset with books, wants no more 

books, the story has been stabilized, the dream has been stabilized, the island 

goes on and the island will be prosperous. This name, Prospero, is not 

random... 

What does Shakespeare’s character have to do with pedagogy? 
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Before coming here, I went to a little room and opened Hamlet. I re-

read the paragraphs, because I can’t call them lines, with Hamlet’s advice to 

actors. Which can be summarized as a severe warning: “I’ll be very mad if 

you scream, if you shout, if you don’t tell the truth or don’t do well what you 

have to interpret. What you say has to be balanced, it has to be this and 

that!”. If one takes his advice literally and mathematically, one notices that 

they aren’t simple directions. There isn’t much psychology, or much 

pedagogy, or Stanislavski. It’s about a lot of sense of the stage. 

I heard Ion Caramitru when he interpreted very beautifully that 

moment, in public. He said it on purpose, he being an actor who got in 

trouble with a few governments both before and after the year ‘89. When he 

did this moment on stage, the audience would freeze, with an accomplice 

smile (a reference to the way in which political propaganda was made before 

‘89). 

There are two memories in Prospero’s book (shows the post-it). My 

memories about Shakespeare’s Hamlet, but also about Shakespeare. This is 

what I talked about at the Craiova Festival on the last day of the 

Shakespeareology seminary in front of all current theatre theoreticians. I 

wanted to emphasize two aspects, with Ion Caramitru present, on the two 

occasions on which he played Hamlet. 

I had the privilege of seeing the first one in 1964, in April. What was 

astounding? The first production of Hamlet, at Cassandra Theatre, 

considered a Shakespeare event in the year that marked 350 years since his 

birth. The show had no continuity. Indeed, from a dramaturgical point of 

view, one can notice that Shakespeare is atypical in terms of the dramatic 

writing in general. There were only a few scenes from Hamlet and not the 

whole Hamlet. Explanation: I noticed, half a century ago, that entire sections 

were absent because back then one was not allowed to have family abroad or 
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go and study abroad. And that’s where Hamlet was coming from. Abroad. 

Who asks Hamlet how it had been abroad? Two people who are always 

together, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. They were no longer in the show. 

Abroad problem solved. 

What is it that I would like us to remark on together? Shakespeare is 

our contemporary because he is very political in the essence of his thinking. 

If, on the stage at Cassandra Theatre, within a great theatrical event of the 

year 1964, some characters happened to be absent and some themes 

happened to be absent from Hamlet, the matter was serious. The stunted 

show was still successful because it featured a very young Ion Caramitru. He 

was an utterly lively energy on stage, he was the very symbol of the global 

political moment. What was happening to us, in 1963, when the rehearsals 

for Hamlet began? JFK was being murdered. Right about then, in ‘63 - ‘64, 

one of the biggest demonstrations of force took place in Washington for the 

expression of civic and human identity in America. I am talking about the 

march of the black Americans in Washington, at the Capitol, led by Martin 

Luther King. He came forward and held a sensational speech to the millions 

of protesters and the billions of inhabitants of the world. It began with “I 

have a dream...”. So, we’re looking at what is ultimately a rebel Hamlet. 

With this as a background, that Ion Caramitru on the stage at Casandra (that 

today we have no way of finding again or imagine because it wasn’t even 

filmed; there are only a few photos) embodied the very living force of revolt. 

He had lively eyes, the energy of youth, duelled well and with a motive. The 

stage fighting was masterfully taught by Pellegrini, a fencing and sword-

fighting coach. A special gentleman who teaches one not just how to hold the 

sword, but also what the elegance of the gesture consists of, what the rhythm 

is, what the beauty and the history of duelling consist of. Some beautiful 

lessons. This Caramitru, this Hamlet, was absolutely astounding.  
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Years pass. Not by chance, in 1963-1964, and coming to an end in 

1965, a Romanian dream came true, of Romanians who never bore the 

ideological, economical, and political soviet invasion. An ideology put into 

practice by a tyrant, a dictator called Stalin. This man exported the system 

forcefully in neighbouring countries, the ex-communist countries of Europe, 

including Romania. During those years something very interesting happened 

in the Romanian governing. Some people said “we’ve had enough of 

Moscow guardianship. We want out”. This project was being worked on in 

‘63-’64 in a more or less conspiratorial manner. What happens in Denmark? 

We want to escape the Norwegian yoke and at the same time we want to 

change the political structure.  

In this context it was possible to play Hamlet with a particular 

expressive force, it was possible for it to be oozing novelty in a Romania that 

was being sovietised. Each institution had a soviet counsellor and half the 

Romanian products left for Moscow. So, an impoverished, oppressed, 

ideologized and depersonalized country. What does the Cassandra Theatre 

Hamlet do? It is personal, it is life itself. It is the right to life, the right to 

expression. “To be or not to be”5. Are we or are we not Romanian in front of 

Moscow? The message was extraordinary. 

It’s November 1985. Bulandra Theatre has rendered an astounding 

premiere, Hamlet starring Ion Caramitru. Well, didn’t he play him before, 

when he was young? Yes, he did, but see, it is necessary and he is still 

young. Rehearsals lasted for a year and a half.  I did a study for about 2 - 3 

weeks together with the other Theatre Studies students. It was a stage of 

scientific research that took place in our university. We discovered the 

following: once upon a time, in the 70s, Bulandra Theatre took place in the 

                                                           
5 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, Scene 1, Prince of Denmark, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1047. 
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Edinburgh festival where it amazed audiences with the show Leonce and 

Lena. During the same period somebody else was at Edinburgh, equally 

amazing audiences. That was Catalina Buzoianu’s Romeo And Juliet from 

Cassandra, starring Adi Pintea as Romeo and Mariana Buruiană as Juliet. 

They came back with success and praise, people had learned about 

Romanian theatre, about new energies, new voices, new gazes, freshness. 

Who noticed this? Richard Eyre, who was the director of the Glasgow 

Theatre. He kept in touch with Bulandra Theatre but not with the IATC. 

Richard Eyre comes to Bucharest in person and sees the wonderful 

shows at Bulandra, Esrig’s shows, he is amazed and says “yes!”. Here is a 

company, great actors, theatre that is alive! This deserves to be promoted. 

Around 1982 - 93, at Bulandra, the star-director, guru, mentor of all 

in the company, Liviu Ciulei, is sacked as a result of a scandal surrounding a 

show called The Government Inspector by Gogol. It was a political-

diplomatic show in the sense that the ambassador of the Soviet Union walked 

out of the premiere slamming the door. The next day, Ceaușescu, who had 

never in his life heard of theatre or Gogol, shouted that the theatre director is 

to blame and they should be sacked. That was the form of trial during the 

communist regime. But even today decisions like that are taken. On this 

background it was quite difficult for a foreigner to descend. Why am I saying 

this? Because an idea came to life. Ion Besoiu, who was also a party 

secretary and later on a director of Bulandra Theatre (excellent leader at the 

time despite all the faults that people find in him today), agreed with 

Caramitru, around 1983 - 84, to bring a renowned foreign director in 

Romania. Namely, Richard Eyre, for a major production worthy of an 

international tour. It was unrealistic during those years when one was not 

allowed to go abroad, not allowed to have family abroad, not allowed to read 

foreign literature. Richard Eyre comes over and casts at Bulandra. This is 
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1983. Octavian Cotescu - Claudius, Ion Caramitru - Hamlet, a luxury 

distribution with star actors from Bulandra. 

Rehearsals begin, Eyre comes over every other week, paying for 

travel out of his own pocket, because we could not afford to pay him. At 

some point Richard Eyre is offered a contract for a film that he had done and, 

what’s more, becomes the new manager of the Royal Theatre in London.  

So, he said “You people are extraordinary, but I cannot direct 

Hamlet. I can co-direct, though”. Our people thought of Alexandru Tocilescu 

(also known as Toca). Why? He was a theatrical hero of the province, like 

Mălaele and Caragiu. All people knew about him was that he was a rebel, he 

wore long hair, he was a hippie, the thought the wrong thoughts. So how can 

you have him direct a show at Bulandra along with a British star, shortly 

after a political-diplomatic scandal took place? And why Hamlet, of all 

possible choices, some people asked. Given how the matter was being seen, 

Richard Eyre said he didn’t want to cause any trouble and so he walked out. 

Tocilescu was left. But Tocilescu had one major problem. He used to say 

something that Mr. Mandea, our Rector, says: we need a text. Which Hamlet 

are we doing? There was and there is a problem of dramaturgical 

interpretation, but above all, of contemporary interpretation and 

communication. 

For instance, what does Shakespeare teach us in terms of doing a 

good show? “The teaching” lasted 9 months, Caramitru told me. They took 

every single translation of Hamlet into Romanian, they took, of course, the 

Elizabethan text, translations into Italian, French, Spanish, and a contested, 

but brilliant poet, Nina Cassian, directed a sui-generis collective of 

translators. They were anything but translators and philologists. They were 

the very actors to act in Hamlet. These are the confessions of Ion Caramitru 

and he told it openly, on the microphone, in front of people. What came out? 
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Well, first of all, Tocilescu, who sat on these meetings and who was a tough 

and direct person when speaking, had an extraordinary humour. He was 

sarcastic, acidic, would tell one off curtly, in two swift movements, he’d 

whip his long hair and say: “This translation is no good”. In order to 

understand the context of the time and what the translation was like: 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in Toca’s vision were the secret service people 

with a brain who control everything, know everything, and watch over 

everything. In the translation they were called “trustful members”. What’s 

more, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern turn up at the end, on each side of 

Fortinbras. The message was that the whole secret service story goes on 

forever. Such an anti-system, anti-communist, anti-totalitarian show would 

grow like a rolling snowball. Such a show was very difficult to prepare and 

people had become very impatient to see it. 

At one point Dina Cocea, the president of the Association Of Theatre 

And Music People (the current UNITER) asks Toca: “When can I have that 

show? You’ve been working on it for two years”. And Toca replies: “Well, 

Ms Dina, you won’t live to see this show”. What people knew about Toca 

and what you also need to know, but the rector and the current faculty must 

not know, the class tutor, David Esrig, apparently said to him: “Look, Toca, 

you’re still green. Take the course again for a year or two or three or four 

and then you’ll be a director”. Which ended up happening. I started school in 

1974 and still caught his trail. Whatever we knew of him, we worshipped 

him, he had longer hair than us. 

So Tocilescu ripened, but he did it so strongly that he became a social 

and political jeopardy. What’s certain is that rehearsals went on forever. 

There was something that you don’t know, in as much as the opening night 

was coming close. I tell you this as a producer. That is, as the one who has to 

deal with the not so happy stuff. The dress run is where the problems begin: 
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“Do you call these costumes?”, “You call these shoes?”, “Where’s the king’s 

crown?”, “Where’s the set?”, “What is this supposed to be?”, “This is a 

disaster, where’s the director”, etc. During dress rehearsals, back then, these 

were not the issues. 

The issue consisted of the group of censors that had to view and 

approve the show. Yes or no. Or cut this, take out that. Several viewings take 

place. Of course, the impressions vary, Besoiu says one thing, Caramitru 

another. But basically, things were like this: there is no way this show will 

happen! 

What happens in Hamlet? There’s Claudius, Polonius, Gertrude. 

Well, in the ideological view of the time, that is not good, because in 1985 

there was one of the longest conferences of the Communist Party, in April, 

before the opening night of Hamlet, which lasted a week (conferences 

normally lasted a day or two). Amongst the topics was the fact that the secret 

services had observed and reported to the party that there is discontent in the 

country. The great ideological revolt of civic, patriotic, and religious identity 

in Poland, led by the Solidarity, had consummated. In 1983-’84-’85 

Solidarity had been put together and had declared, in a socialist country, a 

military dictatorship. We either don’t know or we’ve forgotten. It was a very 

agitated, very tense context within the communist world. They were 

discussing dictatorship, discontent, the young people could be out on the 

streets any moment and Ceaușescu didn’t want that. That conference dealt 

with two things: one, there was discontent among the youth, therefore the 

youth had to somehow be pacified, allowed to express themselves more or 

less, and two, women had to be promoted in public and political life. 

Consequently, people will not be out on the street to overthrow us, 

communists, like they did in Poland. 
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The subtext, because you know there always is one, was the 

following: the country was not being led by Ceaușescu, the country was 

being led by the Ceaușescu family: Nicolae Ceaușescu, his wife Elena, and 

the heir, Nicu Ceaușescu, who was meant to succeed, just like in North 

Korea. Luckily, that was not achieved here. In this context the question was 

posed whether or not Hamlet was necessary. The play talks about a wife who 

has power, a murderous king who has power, and a son who comes home 

from studying, clever, who is also entitled to power. 

Within this context, the viewing succeeds each other, the tension at 

Bulandra mounts every day, people go mad. The public of Bucharest was 

waiting for the premiere. The country was waiting for the premiere: Hamlet 

starring Ion Caramitru. This is shaping up to be a great event. Perfect! People 

were waiting, people abroad were waiting, Richard Eyre was waiting, Britain 

was waiting. 

Problems begin. More problems. Ties to “Free Europe”. “Free 

Europe” was a radio broadcast for free expat Romanians. People abroad find 

out about the scandal in Bucharest, they find out that a great Hamlet is being 

put on with an anti-system message. And the last viewing takes place, before 

the opening night, in October. There is a comrade, Enache, who comes by 

himself (usually they would attend viewings in groups of 3-4 tough fault-

searching people) with an order from above to say yes or no and take 

responsibility for it. 

Toca used to put on long shows, a custom he had somehow also taken 

from Esrig. The show was 5 and a half hours with two breaks. Nobody left at 

the break. There were 200 shows with Caramitru’s Hamlet 2 and nobody left 

the theatre. This gentleman comes and please understand, try to imagine, a 

viewing for just one man, with closed doors, a man deciding the fate of a 

theatre and the fate of the history of the Romanian theatre. What did that 
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moment look like? Everything falls silent, the show ends, and in the presence 

of the numerous cast, of Ion Besoiu who played Claudius, Enache stands up, 

says nothing, looks at every person one by one and then says one word: 

“Excellent!”. They could not believe it, they were crying for joy, the show 

passed such as it was, with all its words. 

The explanation, after 30 years, could be the following: yes, the show 

was good. Enache was no fool and he understood the message of the show. 

What orders did Enache have from above, from the Ceaușescu clan? The 

Ceaușescu clan did rule the country, but the intermediary zone, the one that 

included the secret service and the second party tier, were the one that put 

these decisions into practice. Therefore, the most dangerous people, that we 

still fear today in this country, decided: that show is valid. Why? 

Because Hamlet is like Nicu Ceaușescu, projected in a perfect ethical 

dimension. Because Gertrude corresponds to comrade Ceaușescu. Is she a 

woman in power? Yes. Let her be! Ultimately, she is also a good mother. 

Polonius, the man who schemes, is murdered by whom? By the hero, 

Hamlet. Well, that is good, comrades. And the show went on.   

Behind this door (shows the door drawn on the flipchart) is 

Shakespeare. The one who always remains a contemporary because he 

analysed from a political perspective burning problems which hurt us and 

trouble us today still. In other words, Shakespeare cannot die, he is more 

contemporary and more of a pedagogue than he ought to be. 

He tells us how politics is done. I have here the book of Prospero, he 

talks about patriotism, about politics, about ethics, in most of his plays. 

Shakespeare’s theatre is a lesson on ethical behaviour. We can take different 

episodes, put them together and see what comes out. In any case, nothing 

that would contradict common sense and general morals. 
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He encourages philosophy. Just asking the question to be or not to 

be... At Craiova, last week, an excellent debate arose on “to be or not to be”. 

Ion Caramitru wanted to mention that “for me it means in the reflexive sense, 

to exist or not to exist oneself”. Just starting from this premise, we can 

discuss for a lifetime without finishing. And when there is no clear 

conclusion to finish with, that means there is a lot of philosophy there. And 

as for theatre, yes, Shakespeare is careful to present it with the tolerant 

respect and humour or the professional to all who practise this art. There is a 

small truth that I would like to settle. Speaking of Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. Who makes theatre there? Some handymen, Amateur actors. As each 

serious profession has its dilettantes, the English Elizabethan theatre also had 

cheaters and charlatans. And for these reasons Shakespeare shows himself to 

be a good pedagogue and offers acting lessons in order to draw the line 

between us and them. 

We can also talk about philology lessons - and here the British 

professor can tell us how many words Shakespeare innovated. Many! 

Shakespeare is the hero of the formation of the English language. Then, 

pedagogically, there is a lot to discuss. For instance, on herbs and biology, 

think only of the monk who marries Romeo and Juliet in secret and always 

walks around with a basket full of herbs. In Shakespeare’s texts there is a 

multitude of references to flowers and herbs like in a true encyclopaedia. We 

can add here his interest in sailing - many nautical terms are employed, in 

The Tempest and not only. It is the age in which the British Empire is 

founded and the colonial adventure begins. And here is maritime England. 

Shakespeare’s texts reference history - you will all now come and say 

that Shakespeare was not exactly a historian. Did he study, did he go to 

university, did he do a masters? He only attended primary school, but he 

knew Latin, he knew Seneca, he knew a bit of French, and consequently, 
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knew a lot of sailing. And history, he knows it, but renders it as in his own 

dream, as well as in the ideological dream of John Dee, the great astrologist 

that was for a while very close to Queen Elizabeth and perhaps to 

Shakespeare as well. 

On education. Observe the superb relationship between Prospero and 

Miranda. He is concerned, he wishes to protect her. Notice the superb 

paternal connection between Polonius and Laertes and Ophelia. Notice even 

the relationship of Gertrude, incestuous or not, and Hamlet. These are 

sensitive things which can be discussed and which categorically enter a 

potential compendium of pedagogy. 

Honestly, I believe theatrical pedagogy must include Shakespeare 

and requires the spotting of some moments that suit us as teachers, mentors 

and pedagogues, in order to offer then to those in need of instruction. 

Shakespeare offers us much truth about life. 

I will end this with a small personal experience. A few years ago, I 

had the good fortune of being part of a group of 45 people my age, from 45 

countries, organized by the English Speaking Union. Through this 

association we ended up at the Globe Theatre, where, throughout one week 

we took part in an intense formation process. We had everything at our 

disposal: spaces, trainers, logistics; fencing masters, articulation tutors, 

masters of all sorts took part. We sweated a lot and understood a great deal. 

What did we actually understand? Shakespeare’s pedagogy. 

Thank you for having the patience to follow a man who did not do 

any theory today, and not even history. History is what we discover together 

by researching the fascinating formative potential of Shakespeare’s theatre.  

BIBLIOGRAPHY:  

Shakespeare, William, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, Collins London and 

Glashow, 1991.  
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Dr. Bogdana Darie, Associate Professor 
 

 

 

 

Shakespeare and retaining the Method 

 

“Sheila, would you please stop using the pause according to the 

Method in the middle of a Shakespeare verse to express a thought that just 

crossed your mind? Or: Sheila, it is good to observe that in every 

Shakespeare verse, by the end, in the last world, there is an evocative picture 

dedicated to the one who utters it – and then, to observe that, in the first three 

words of the next verse there is a stronger picture”6… and although it seems 

at first glance rather strange, Sheila (n.n. British actress Sheila Allen) says: 

“Many actors trained following the Method have troubles when they get in 

contact with Shakespeare. But after working with John Burton (n.n. English 

theatre figure, director at the Royal Shakespeare Company for over 40 

years), I was convinced that there is no contradiction between the Method 

and Shakespeare’s stage interpretation”7. 

This is hardly a novelty: Shakespeare is a monument. A universe of 

life and thought; an endless space, colourful and stylized, a place of truth and 

falsehood, of right and wrong, of endless sensations, a universal cultural 

ocean. Shakespeare is unique, ineffable and inexhaustible. He is not only a 

playwright but also a poet…and a genius one. His lyrics flow like a 

melody… perfect; charged with symbols, metaphors, full and containing 

                                                           
6 Sheila Allen apud John Elsom, Mai este Shakespeare contemporanul nostru?, Ed. 

Meridiane, Bucharest, 1994, p. 127. 
7  Idem, p. 126. 
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valuable philosophical ideas. And for the picture to be complete, we must 

add that the Englishman was also an actor… he was a theatre aesthetician 

and one of the first drama teachers. Real. And in this multidimensional array, 

where can find its pace… a young actor of our times?  Hard to answer if we 

think about the fact that such an encyclopaedic mind can “crush” by its 

diversity any… uninformed attempt to get closer to it. 

It is said about him, the great Will, the he was not… just one person. 

There are many studies that claim that his writings could not belong… to a 

single individual. It was too much, maybe. Who knows, it might even be 

true. Should we believe that it was not possible to exist someone so 

enlightened around the year 1600. Maybe? But if we recall the fact that 

around the same period of time, this Jan Amos Komensky, a Czech by 

origins, known as Comenius… was laying the foundation of modern 

pedagogy saying: “Every school can become a universal playground!”8 we 

can also believe that Comenius was not only one… but several? It took 

humanity nearly 400 years so that today, in modern Europe, the fight of 

those who have in their hands the reins of education to gain the return of 

elementary school to the game. It would be a shame to spoil the glory of 

these great minds, questioning… their identity. Especially since many of 

them, as Galileo Galilei (called the father of modern physics) have paid 

dearly for their innovative ideas. A glorious era for the human being 

evolution, a time in which Cervantes and Rabelais shone, and Shakespeare, 

strengthened, through his writings, the idea that the Human and the Nature 

must be central for cultured individuals, that the human ideals are to be 

followed by every single person and that no dogma or totalitarian force 

should defeat the human’s desire for knowledge, education, development and 

free expression. 

                                                           
8 Jan Amos Comenius, Pampaedia, EDP, Bucharest, 1977, p. 89. 



50 

 

Shakespearean dramatic literature has a strong impressive impact 

from the very first reading. The characters are built with such clarity and 

poignancy that surprises the reader, the large panel of their feelings, the 

dynamic of the action ant the richness of ideas and philosophical themes are 

handled with the finesse of an enlightened mind. The number of plays is 

astounding (38 plays, including Edward III), and the reached topics leads to 

the idea that Shakespeare was indeed a mind who was able to include in his 

creation… the whole world. 

Written in a distant historical time, in a poetic language that belonged 

to other times, the Englishman’s plays still have a powerful presence 

nowadays. So, we achieve an important milestone in the universal literal 

criticism: the contemporaneity with the classics. The subject was intensely 

debated since last century, when a new innovative movement was taking 

place: The new French criticism conducted by Roland Barthes9, followed by 

Lucien Goldman10, Serge Duobrovsky, Tzvetan Todorov, Julia Kristeva, G. 

Genette, Phillipe Sollers, etc. The main idea was that the classical texts, with 

undeniable value, should not be treated as lifeless monuments but as a 

starting point for study and research. Barthes proposed (in a book published 

in 1973 entitled Le plaisir du texte) an approach to classical writings, not 

only from the “intellectual object” point of view, for analytical purposes, but 

also he militated for the transformation of it in an “object of pleasure”. He 

claimed that in the decoding process, the reader lives the pleasure of 

rewriting the text; and not only that: he, sometimes, turns into… an actor. 

In the study entitled Racine diction, Barthes manages to compose a 

real handbook for the actors who are performing in Racine’s plays. He urged 

them to allow the text to be “heard” as it is written, not to amend the already 

                                                           
9 Roland Barthes, Despre Racine, Editura Pentru Literatură Universală, Bucharest, 1969. 
10 Lucien Goldman, Sociologia literaturii, Ed. Politică, Bucharest, 1972. 
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there musicality and not to bring new accents, nuances and tonal variations 

that are foreign to the path dictated by the author. “Everything is happening 

(n.n. in a Racine’s mise en scene) as if the Racine’s dictions are the hybrid 

result of a fake conflict between two contrary and yet illusory despotisms: 

the detail clarity and the ensemble musicality, the psychological 

discontinuity and the melodic continuity. From here it comes the actors’ and 

audience’s discomfiture concerning a theatre that they want to approach both 

as a psychological show and as an oratorio”11. The aesthetician did not stop 

here; he enhanced the “detail magniloquence”, meaning the exaggerate 

concern of the actor, to respect the significance of the text in detail. This path 

leads, said Barthes to the communication rupture between actors, as they do 

not actually live on stage, did not address to their partners, and they blindly 

obey to a “despotic god of significance”12. The solution that the French 

thinker offered concerning the classical text approach was: “the text 

comprehension”, discovering the essential meanings therein, of the decisive 

actions of the narrative conduct and finding the beauty and value of the 

word. Only by following this path, the actor gains weight, power and tragic 

dimension, as the text becomes actual, the effect of a modern thinking. 

Contemporary…. 

And Roland Barthes was not the only one. In 1962 the book 

Corneille et la dialectique du heros is published and its author, Serge 

Doubrovski, suggested a manoeuvre similar to his fellow: the approach of 

classical works in the present, with the exact understanding of the work and 

critique’s period of time. Instead of traveling in time to understand the 

original meaning of the work, the French teacher suggested bringing the 

work from the past, in the present to investigate it using modern era specific 

                                                           
11 Roland Barthes, op. cit. 
12 Ibidem. 
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instruments. This way, the oeuvre becomes an “object” in direct contact with 

the “subject”, the one who perceives and analyses it. 

There was also another interesting opinion. It belonged to Lucien 

Goldman, who, in the paper Sociology of the Novel13 dismantled the 

traditional analysis based on the mechanical analogy between the content of 

the work and the social- historical realities, introducing the idea that between 

the structure of the work and the social group that generated it there is a 

close connection. This way, the artwork`s structure becomes part of the 

macro-social structure, a copycat of it at a smaller scale. The classical 

creations are to be analysed, primarily, in conjunction with the social 

particularities of their historical time, said the philosopher (Marxist) and the 

literary analyser, with Romanian roots, Lucien Goldman. 

But, maybe, one of the most interesting opinion regarding the 

contemporaneity of classical texts, belonged to the Polish writer, Jan Kott in 

his study Shakespeare, Our Contemporary. “A reader or a spectator from the 

middle of 20th century, understands Richard III through his own experience. 

He can neither read it or watch it otherwise, and therefore he is not horrified 

or rather, amazed by Shakespeare’s cruelty. He observes the power struggle 

and the slaughter amongst the characters more calmly than many generations 

of viewers and critics from the 19th century”14, said Kott and opened, in this 

way, a new universal door for theatre. His vision is obviously close to the 

one shared by the researchers who joined the French novel criticism 

movement; thus, we find Barthes – with his study of classical texts in which 

he pursued the truths contained in texts that did not “ruin” the style and the 

richness of the word, we find Doubrovsky – with the critical analysis from 

the perspective of present time, but especially we discover our compatriot, 

                                                           
13 Lucien Goldman, op. cit. 
14 Jan Kott, Shakespeare, contemporanul nostru, Ed. pentru Literatură Universală, 

Bucharest, 1969, p. 13. 
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Lucien Goldman -  with his views on the sociological study of the artwork. 

Jan Kott proposes a filtered analysis of the context and life experiences for, 

attention! the reader, the critic, meaning the oeuvre`s decoder; if Goldman 

stopped his research at the point where he introduced the creator in the social 

environment and analysed how this influences the individual in his moment 

of creation, Kott extends the theory including also the artwork receptor. He 

says: About Greek tragedy I started to write after Shakespeare, our 

contemporary. The contemporaneity that I discovered in Shakespeare 

represents my own experience: political and theatrical. I also sought the 

contemporaneity in the Greek tragedy, otherwise why would I be writing 

about it. It is about a contemporaneity present not only in my own or my 

generation experience, but a more general and unchanging one. It suffices 

only one example to explain what I mean by the general Greek tragedy 

contemporaneity. For all those who have lost their loved ones, the only 

consolation, if any, is to bury the body of the deceased according to the 

inherited and sacred ritual. For those of us who cannot have this last 

courtesy, who do not know where their father, mother, brothers, sisters, 

daughters, sons rest the pain is bigger, as an additional calamity. The Greek 

tragedy contemporaneity lies in presenting the fate’s, life’s, worlds’ atrocity. 

And the refusal of this world and of those who command it: the gods and the 

rules.”15 

Due to Kott’s way of thinking, we can today say, without making any 

mistakes, that there is at least one indisputable reason to affirm that classical 

texts… have no death. We read great novels or plays and we cannot help but 

make a terrible remark… history repeats itself. Perhaps not in detail, in 

concatenation, precisely, but it seems that the human being writes and 

                                                           
15 Olga Zaicik, Meridiane. Jan Kott , http://www.romlit.ro/jan_kott.  
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rewrites, moment after moment, year by year… life after life, destiny after 

destiny, the story of the first men on earth.  

This is why, due to the fact that what makes a valuable artwork is the 

resemblance of human kind’s general emotions, we can say that we shall 

never be after, before or on the side of a great masterpiece. We will always 

be…in their centre. And as “Madame Bovary is me”16, the author mingles 

with the oeuvre, we can extend the idea saying: the artwork is also us, the 

readers! 

The reader has the great advantage to infiltrate, in a short period of 

time, in a miraculous space. He discovers life stories, gets to know about 

history and humanity, hears about fabulous happenings, or discovers the 

value and simplicity of the perfectible. The reader decodes the author’s 

encrypted message and he recompenses it in his inner forum, depending on 

his availability, his genetic heritage, his culture, his knowledge, his area of 

expertise and his life experiences. He rather creates, inside his mind… 

another masterpiece. Another novel, another sculpture, another painting, 

another symphonic concert, another play… another Madam Bovay… 

Basically, we have as many masterpieces as many readers. About this artistic 

creation result dissemination was actually speaking Jan Kott. It may be 

necessary, for us to clearly understand the demonstration presented till now, 

to get to know some of his biographical data. 

Jan Kott was born in 1914 in Warsaw; in 1939 he was taken a 

prisoner in a German concentration camp. He managed to run away from 

there, thanks to a doctor who obtain for him polish documents from a 

                                                           
16  The phrase belongs to the novelist Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), creator of the famous 

novel Madame Bovary, which has as central figure the female character that became an 

archetype, o model of failure in life; woman who is dominated by strong passions and 

unspoken desires , but end up being a victim because of the society and herself. Because of 

this novel, psychology has accredited the phase: bovaric being. It is impressive that the 

author made this confession, linking the character’s life and fate to his own creative being. 
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deceased person, but short time after the police find him, arrests and 

imprison him. After he is released from prison he enrols in the communist 

party and receives combat missions in the resistance movement against the 

Germans, but, later, against the Russians. He fights for the communist cause, 

writes in journals and becomes a teacher at Worclaw. After Stalin’s death he 

quits the party and in the ‘60s leaves Poland, becoming an American citizen. 

The life story of this important theatre aesthetician impresses. If we think 

about the Poland`s tragic history, during and after war, and at the fact that, 

successively Germany and Soviet Union have crippled the polish territory, 

have oppressed the population, have made massive deportation and 

“succeeded” in killing over 6 million of innocent civilians (of which almost 

half of it were Hebrew), in a short period of time, the parallel with the 

Shakespeare’s bloody tragedies are fully justified. And if we do not forget 

that, for example, in Katyn forest (15 km from Smolensk) there were found 

22.000 bodies of polish officers executed by the Red Army… a parallel with 

the slaughter of Titus Andronicus becomes… a natural thing. Surely, the 

polish theatre man’s drive to filter Shakespeare’s dramas and tragedies in the 

light of the experience he and his nation had, becomes a natural thing.” In 

Shakespeare all human values are fragile and the world is more powerful 

than the human. The history’s roller is ruthless and breaks everything and 

everyone”17. The hard experience that the author had in the difficult war 

times, in Poland – the first country destroyed by Hitler and abused by Stalin, 

provoked him to write, analysing the terror mechanism extraordinary well 

put on page by the English playwright: “We must read this scene (Richard III 

– Lady Anne) in the light of our own experience; we must rediscover in it the 

darkness of Nazi occupation, the concentration camp nights, the political 

massacre nights. It must be rediscovered, within it, the horrific moment in 

                                                           
17 Jan Kott, op. cit., p. 52. 
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which all the moral laws collapse, when the victim, becomes sequential, 

executioner and the executioner the victim. Lady Anne spits on Richard’s 

face, but this is her final gesture, her last act of defence, before kneeling in 

front of him”18. 

The analytical direction followed by Jan Kott it is very important to 

Shakespeare’s work study; absolutely important for theatre creators. It 

teaches us to approach… directly and securely a monument… that seems to 

belong to another time. Except the fact that the times are always troubled, 

something is always rotten in Denmark… the past is today, the future is 

yesterday… “The Devil is now”19. 

Therefore, if we approach Shakespearean drama as a subject who 

studies the human being in relation to the all times society we make no 

mistake. Actually, it is the only way to rediscover us and place us as close as 

possible, in the hot core of the situations depicted by Shakespeare. 

In the Actor’s Art study, in the work method that it is used in the 

acting workshops, the appeal for associative memory to trigger affective 

memory is a necessary step. Let us remember that psychology teaches us 

that: “Associative memory is conditioned, besides the nervous system 

functions, also by the existence of a conscience or an individual subjectivity. 

It is called associative as the association is the basic rule in her construction. 

When understanding pays an important role in the association process, it can 

also be called intelligent memory. In the case of associative memory, the 

main fact is reproduction; in the case of intelligent memory the main process 

is knowledge”20. From here till the involuntary emotional triggering caused 

by a powerful memory recall, happened in the past of our being or we 

                                                           
18 Idem, p. 50. 
19 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince Of Denmark, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 

Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1036. 
20 C. Rădulescu-Motru, Curs de psihologie, Ed. Cultura Națională, Bucharest, 1923, p. 16. 
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witnessed, it is just one more step. Jan Kott theory was based on this 

principle: on the fact that a person should actualize his emotion in order to 

have a broader, visceral sensory understanding of Shakespearean dramas; 

and thus, the two main purposes are being met: the first is the exact 

discovery, from inside, of the psychological route followed in the character’s 

development and the second one is the scrip “revival”, its transformation 

from study “object” to “subject” that has to be analysed…experienced. 

If, in our research of Shakespearean characters, we follow this path, 

the search for equivalent situation from our lives, the actor`s, with the 

situation presented in the script, it means that, as a first step, we have to deal 

with the discovery and the establishment of a primary psychological track as 

realistic as possible. For actors, and especially for the young ones, the 

psychological analysis in the character`s study can lead to fabulous 

breakthroughs, and this is thanks to the fact that the great Will is a real 

psychologist. Nothing from what means human feeling was foreign to him. 

In his pages, the feelings, the sensations, the psychological process are 

captured and analysed with great finesse: “(…) we will make clear the fact 

that Shakespeare, being life itself, is also the land of total psychology, while 

psychology as a science is a bundle of theories, experiments and 

measurements, useful for you to stick labels on the jars that collect similar 

psychological reactions under similar circumstances”21. 

At this point in our analysis, we can say that a first step in the actor’s 

approach of the themes elaborated by the English playwright was taken: the 

search of the psychological route in the character development. But…can it 

be so simple? Let us listen what one of the heroines has to say: “When you 

durst do it, then you were a man;/ And to be more than what you were, you 

would/ Be so much more than a man. Nor time or place/ Did then adhere, 

                                                           
21 Mihai Rădulescu, Shakespeare, un psiholog modern, Ed. Albatros, Bucharest, 1979, p. 10. 
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and yet you would make both,/ They have made themselves, and that their 

fitness now/ Does unmake you. I have given such, and know/ How tender 

‘tis to love the babe that milks me./ I would, while it was smiling in my 

face,? Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums/ And dashed the 

brains out, had I so sworn as you/ Have done to this”22. Lady Macbeth, as it 

is about her, has become, over time, with numerous staging of the play 

Macbeth, a sort of archetype, a kind of “model” for… a certain type of 

characters. Victor Hugo remarked: to say Macbeth means ambition is as 

saying nothing. Macbeth means hunger. What kind of hunger? The monster`s 

hunger that can embrace the human at any moment. Some souls have teeth. 

Do not arouse their lust!”23. And here is, in fact, where the real problem 

appears in the search of tracking the psychological route in a character’s 

development. For a young actor student, for example, 18-19 years old, from 

nowadays European Romania who talks about him in his first months at the 

drama university: “I never had any suffering…that big; I have a consolidated 

family, my parents adore me, and it seems that my grandparents only live for 

my sake” … Well, this is an issue. Of course, there are a number of students 

who come from dysfunctional families, with quite heavy childhood 

problems, with misfortune confessed or not, with trust issues or inferiority 

complex. This remark is mandatory in the present paper because we were 

talking about the fact that the actor has to place himself inside the 

dramaturgical situation. 

This is what is considered a key objective in our working method, the 

approach using the principle: Me in the given situation. As we pointed above, 

Jan Kott has followed this path in his critical approach, and the result was the 

exact contemporizing of Shakespearean themes. But we are interested not 

                                                           
22 William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act I, Scene 7, op. cit., p. 1005. 
23 Victor Hugo, Shakespeare și opera sa,  Ed. Pentru Literatură Universală, Bucharest, 1964, 

p. 241. 
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only in the aesthetic analysis but also in researching the way in which an 

actor develops his part. And we must bear in mind the fact that, in his artistic 

creation, important is not only one’s life experience but also something 

else…. certainly, more important…. The Method. 

It was suggested, even from the title, that the present research is 

about analysing two concepts: when we say Shakespeare, we talk about the 

entire set of values contained in his texts, and when we say Method, the 

discussion starting point is towards the practical work system in the actor’s 

art training. System and Method, here there are the two main components in 

the actor’s training. And not only for that; if we take a look at the basic 

teaching principles in education24, we observe that amongst them there is a 

very important one: the Principle of systematic and continuous learning. 

This contains two imperatives: the preparation, the teaching and the learning 

processes should be designed systematically and also: the teaching – learning 

process should have a continuous nature. As actor’s art practitioners and the 

theorists have always had the need to synthesize all the experiences and 

research and to conclude by establishing a unique work system, the theatre 

history enhances the fact that the founder of this ideal scaffold with perfect 

reverberation on practice is the Russian theatre man: K.S. Stanislavski. He 

was able to reach another considerable education principle: the one talking 

about the link between practice and theory, by writing a textbook about the 

appliance of theoretical principles and scientific analysis. All of this was 

gathered in his study named An actor’s work25.  Due to the fact that inside 

the workshop no scenic action should be left unexamined, and should not be 

considered “by chance”, Stanislavsky meets also the active a conscious 

                                                           
24 Pedagogy credentials 6 basic learning principles: the intuitive principle, the link between 

practice and theory principle, active and conscious participation principle, the continuous 

and systematic learning process principle, the thorough learning principle, the accessibility 

principle. 
25 K.S. Stanislavski, Munca actorului cu sine însuși, Ed. Nemira, Bucharest, 2014. 
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participation educational principle. But, note! The accidental, the surprise, 

the unexpected, spontaneity are considered goals in the creative work of an 

actor, but only, to transform them into an artistic fact, they have to fit in the 

scenic situation proposed, and in the assumed aesthetic language. 

The system proposed by Stanislavsky subsumes also the thorough 

learning principle, because the working mode is based on continuous 

rehearsals in which the search always starts from the previous earned steps, 

with the establishment of the next precise goals towards what every actor’s 

art student aims to. The professor Ion Cojar26 (the modern Romanian drama 

school strategist) considered that the training method has to have as stages 

not the rehearsals but the restoration; and this because, at every workshop 

encounter, the student does not have to follow the steps discovered 

previously but to create and recreate, to live and relive, continuously 

searching new paths in his attempt to discover the Truth in his stage 

existence, or more precisely: the actor’s own truth inside the role. 

When talking about the accessibility principle we discover that the 

Stanislavskian system respects it by always considering the starting point, in 

the stage development, the actor`s own entity. Thus, from the beginning of 

the scenic creative process, the student is warned that under no 

circumstances there can be made a clear wedge between the actor and the 

man. From the point the actor’s educational training starts, aiming high-

performance, it actually starts the educational and professional preparation, 

specific to this art, for a man who find himself… in the actor. “ACTOR= 

HUMAN. This logic couple is irreducible, from any perspective or 

assumption, and therefore from any diverse artistic manifestation, we would 

tackle the actor’s art”.27 

                                                           
26 Ion Cojar, O poetică a artei actorului, Ed. Paideia, Bucharest, 1998. 
27 Idem, p. 99. 
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Thus, being structured on the human-actor pattern, Stanislavski’s 

system manages to become accessible to each artistic entity, making the 

individual differences unimportant. On the contrary, the fact that the human-

actor enters the stage with his rich interior and completely different from the 

others, brings an original touch so necessary in our art.  

The accessibility principle also refers to the fact that the approach of 

the study topics must be based on the level of understanding that the student-

actor possesses. The aspects under which this principle may be applied are: 

effective learning is made from simple to complex, from near to far, from 

concrete to abstract, and the second one is: all these rules are integrated in 

the context of student’s individual and age particularities. Stanislavski’s 

system follows all these steps, the scenic work process always being done 

with special care towards the easy movement of the smooth educational 

process, without any enforcement or exaggeration of some kind. From this 

perspective, the principle saying that the actor’s art class is not a theatre 

stage has appeared. The main supporter of this approach was the teacher Ion 

Cojar, who believed that if theatre is subsumed to the object theory, so its 

finality must be the show, the actor’s art deals with the human-actor, in the 

discovery of his creative being, updating the potentialities contained in the 

actor’s being and revealing his intimate sensations (called by Lee Strasberg 

“innermost feelings”). This process is a slow one, long lasting and with great 

finesse (which cannot be reached by any whatsoever intrusions). In addition, 

this process has to be done with every student-actor as… every one of them 

is unique, and each one has to find his own path and truths in their own time 

and ways. 

Stanislavki’s system also complies with the intuitive principle as it 

starts the stage activity, with the young students, introducing the game 

technique through a series of exercises aimed to develop specific skills for 
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the human – actor in the interest to form representations, so important in the 

artistic knowledge process. In education, intuitions are the approach of the 

learning phenomenon through direct action, inviting the young man to 

discover the scenic universe firstly using his sensations and perceptions so 

that he will be able to launch his own representations. This aspect of 

Stanislavki’s thinking is actively promoted by the theatrical games 

technique, introduced by Viola Spolin28. 

What is the Stanislavskian vision in fact all about?29 We must not 

linger too long on this topic, as the so called actor Bible is widely known 

amongst our students, who are the target group of this paper. The general 

idea is that Stanislavski managed to conceive a real work system for the 

actor, where the essence consists in identifying himself with the role’s 

theme. In the stage construction, the actor always starts from himself, from 

his being - complex bio-physiological-social, unique and difficult to capture 

in guidelines. He places himself in the centre of the stage existence with his 

inner life as a natural organic presence, along with the exterior one. His ideas 

spread quickly further beyond the Russian borders, even across the ocean 

and once landed in the United States, they grow roots and develop the 

famous Method - contoured and imposed by the director Lee Strasberg30.  

The American focused excessively on activating the affection 

memory through associative memory. An interesting dialogue from a 

rehearsal left by the professor was actually saved: “After various 

unsuccessful rehearsals (n.n. of the actor Luther Adler – brother of the 

famous American professor Stella Adler) in which his character needed a 

moment to externalise rage generated by social frustration, Strasberg asked 

                                                           
28 Viola Spolin, Improvizație pentru teatru, UNATC Press, Bucharest, 2008. 
29 K.S. Stanislavski, op. cit. 
30 Lee Strasberg apud Robert H. Hethmon, Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio, Viking Press, 

New York, 1996. 
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his actor: “What angers you most in your personal life?” The actor 

responded: “When someone upsets a friend or harms him without a reason. 

That’s when I become furious!”, “Apply it!!!” Strasberg indicated and this 

way the actor was placed in front of a substitute reality that allowed him to 

produce the energy required for the anger reaction the character needed”31. 

We witness how associative memory can trigger the emotions of the man-

actor to such extent, that by placing him within the dramatic situation, by 

taking on the determining theme from the psychological trial, the organic 

transformation of the actor in the role will take place, creating the long 

awaited...  alternative me possible that becomes the stage creation.  

Even though the Stanislavskian system, the one that created the 

Method, talks about searching and taking on a real and necessary 

psychological path (Careful! One must not forget these two such complex 

notions – the real and the necessary – that guide a stage creation have 

received a legal statute since the Antiquity, specifically with Aristotle’s 

work32), what can we do about the young man or woman that is required to 

take on the Crime and more than that, the pleasure of fulfilling it with a thirst 

for blood characteristic to the monsters of ancient legends? And 

Shakespeare’s tragedies abound of such monsters...  

We circle back then to the subject of the analysis in front of us: we 

are dealing with a XXI century student that finds himself between a genius 

text and applying a complex work system. We agree that the person - actor 

must place himself within the proposed theme for the study (in our case 

Shakespeare), participate with his entire creative being and succeed to 

understand and assume for himself... a fantasy universe. We say fantasy 

because at the first glance Shakespeare... is fantasy. 

                                                           
31 Tania Filip, Școli americane de teatru, Revista Atelier UNATC, nr. 1-2/2001, p. 107. 
32 Aristotel, Poetica, Ed. Academiei, Bucharest, 1965. 
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From the impressive array of characters that stand out we encounter 

amongst the English’s pages there are... a lot of them. Heroes, kings, queens, 

instigators, usurper, usurped, counts, countesses, dukes, duchesses, generals, 

soldiers, clerics, criminals, “good” people, buffoons, crazy, sick, suicidal, 

depressive, simple people, easy women, nannies, servants, party animals... 

world, world, world, weak array, terrible crisis, moncher!... would   fill in 

this landscape our fellow countryman Caragiale. As a result, in 

Shakespeare’s pages we can encounter... almost all people on Earth... 

voyagers of mankind’s history. It seems that the writer has the power to split 

human beings in categories and analyse each and every one. What is 

interesting is that the “split” was made based on clear psychological criteria. 

It is fabulous how they appear in front of us and truly live people that... 

seem... to have been... real... truly.  If we were to ask ourselves how this was 

possible, the answer is similarly interesting: Shakespeare had an 

extraordinary sense of life’s truth and a very fine perception of people, 

because he was... an actor. If we are to uncover one of the great secrets of his 

success, this would definitely be it. And thanks to the fact that Will the 

author wrote, his characters are built based on his role building method.  

This is interesting to outline in the analysis of the Shakespearian 

drama, because the people that appear in the plays have, before anything, 

been... played. Only afterwards... put on paper. Careful! The idea is not that 

they were played on stage, no! They were played in the exact interior 

universe of this spectacular creator. Didier Anzieu spoke about the way the 

creator’s subconscious is organized and we will demonstrate that from there, 

the inner womb, the magical and ineffable depths of the human being 

creation is born. “The project to sum up all levels of thinking, layers of 

experience, such a deep psyche organization is a source of tensions amongst 

these layers, levels and devices. These tensions charge the opera with a 
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multitude of sufficiently inter-crossed internal dynamics so from it a feeling 

of life is released, the feeling that the opera is, borderline, more alive than 

life itself”33. This is how before becoming literary characters; Shakespearian 

heroes have initially been roles played by a great actor on the stage of his 

inner universe.  

I mentioned that the world he painted is fantasy and this assumption 

is backed up by a fabulous manifestation area: 12 countries of character 

origin, (according to a research belonging to prof. univ. dr. Corneliu 

Dumitriu), wide manifestation spaces (woods, battle fields, palace courts, 

castles, enchanted islands, fortresses, graveyards, etc.), historical time or 

present of the author, a temporal moments, confrontations between 

supernatural entities, elf dances, enchanted forests or blank and lifeless and 

many others. And all these dimensions host impressive characters.  

Going back to the analysis starting point - the natural question: what 

should a young actor do when dealing with the less than comfortable cases of 

having to approach these roles that reside in such complex stage situations? 

He must, first of all, remember that being written by an actor, all the 

dramatic situations are, in fact, a giant chain of actions. Shakespeare wrote a 

suite of actions and not theatre plays in which there are moments dedicated 

to descriptions. When you read a Shakespeare play you have the feeling that 

it is a drama and not a fully fledged theatre play. Every dramatic moment 

hides an action; every analysis of the affectionate emotions is still in the 

action. The well-known, philosophical idea rich monologues are... actions in 

which the actor breaks the fourth wall, allowing himself, numerous times, to 

take partners from the audience. All of this is coming from the desire to 

                                                           
33 Didier Anzieu, Psihanaliza travaliului creator, Ed. Trei, Bucharest, 2004. 
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understand, clarify and analyse a strong problem of the soul... and thus, to act 

for its resolution.  

This aspect of the existence of actions as basis structure of the 

Shakespearian plays drives the past pace of the inner rhythm all scenes have 

in their succession. It is an accredited fact, scientifically proven, that the 

writer used iambic pentameter. This means that the lyrics have their 

dynamics, impossible to stop, which is valid for English as well.  

In Romanian... here is where the art of translation comes into play, 

those who had the difficult mission to translate the meanings and beauty of 

the verse or the rhythm and dynamics of speech. After a careful analysis of 

the Romanian translators, important scholars stand out, who tried not only to 

portray the text message, but also its poetics, wanting to capture the richness 

of the metaphors and all expressions that abound in the Shakespearian plays. 

The effort is huge considering that the author was, as I mentioned from the 

beginning of the analysis, a great poet. Jovan Hristici34 considered that the 

English dramatist wrote, first of all, to be listened. As a result, he tuned in his 

plays an ample space for the poetry. 

The old Greeks, said Benedetto Croce35, loved poetry so much, that 

they attributed it to a “sacred breath” of a “divine madness”. The Aeds were 

different from the other people, honest and considered the preferred disciples 

of the Muse. Furthermore, the Greeks believed that the alone the words of 

the poets can rise to the heights if the sky, able to reach the gods’ ears.  

Compared to the philosophical knowledge, the poetic one was admitted as a 

superior knowledge. This is how the conclusion that the universal, 

cosmically and divine character are attributable to poetry. In this context, the 

universality becomes the humanity over which the poetic balm is beneficially 

                                                           
34 Jovan Hristici, Formele literaturii moderne, Ed. Univers, Bucharest, 1973. 
35 Benedetto Croce, Poezia, Ed. Univers, Bucharest, 1972. 
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laid over. We can observe that Shakespeare had, in his great admiration to 

ancient literature, the same conviction that from all arts poetry is the one that 

can reach the heights of Olympus.  

And for the poetry to aim for perfection, Shakespeare used another 

miraculous ingredient: symbols. 

The symbol is a term that represents whether conventionally or by 

analogy a notion, idea or a feeling. This procedure is widely used across all 

artistic fields because it has the power to express an idea or a state of mind.  

Tudor Vianu claimed that: “Fully accomplished are only the works in which 

the shape and content fusion in their actual intuition, meaning symbolical 

works”36. In his vision, the concept of art as a symbol implies a 

determining relationship between the element that symbolizes and the 

symbolic or, specifically, between the sign and its meaning.  

But symbols are not only used in art, but in philosophy as well, where 

a sign can be abstract, but not contain necessarily a symbolic meaning. As a 

principle, the symbolic expression is opposed to the rational expression, 

which has the attribute of expressing ideas directly. The core of human 

thinking is, without a doubt, the use of symbols for, as Descartes stated, “the 

natural tendency of the man is to express imaginatively abstract things and to 

express abstractly actual facts”37. The philosopher Ernst Cassirer believed 

that a feeling cannot be expressed rationally, but rather through symbols and 

myths. A symbol can also mean abstracting, which is concentrating in a 

single integrating word the meanings and characteristics of an object or a 

phenomenon. 

The Shakespearian literature abounds in symbols, it is sufficient to 

remember the famous mirror to have in front of our eyes the symbolic 

                                                           
36 Tudor Vianu, Estetica, Ed. Pt. Literatură, Bucharest, 1968. 
37 Descartes apud  xxx  Materialiştii francezi din veacul al XVIII-lea, Ed. de Stat pentru 

Literatură Ştiinţifică, Bucharest, 1934. 
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opera in its entirety. “Bear in mind not to exceed the nature and gravity of 

composure, because everything that exceeds measure falls short from the 

theatre’s goals, whose role from the beginning until now is to portray a mirror 

of the being, to reveal virtue its real face, greed its icon and every century, 

every era the pattern and its seal”38. Now, Shakespeare, by calling his great 

ego, Hamlet, is making a great theatrical exegesis in which he inserts the 

image of the mirror in the creative process itself. From the Antiquity, Aristotle 

announced the meaning of the theatre is to present the world the wrong, 

morally nonconforming reflexes by seeing them in nuanced manifestations for 

the audience to understand and consider “vileness” that should be thrown 

away in human kind’s garbage basket. Shakespeare keeps the same scope of 

the theatre, as healer of the human being, educator and revealing, but gives the 

stage an impressive symbolic nuance. The mirror of the scene becomes the 

space in which man sees himself living, dying, fighting and dreaming.  

And since we are talking about the dream, another symbol fully 

present in the Shakespearian drama, we must remember what nuances and 

forms of manifestation they reach. In the forest depths, in the middle of the 

night, elves come from their hiding places and have the miraculous power to 

“meddle with” people’s lives. The odd this is that the intrusions are precisely 

each one’s hidden thoughts, repressed while conscious, but paradoxically 

repressed... in the dream. Reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we are 

convinced we are dealing with a great predecessor of... Freud. The 

psychological vision of Shakespeare exceeded by far the boundaries of his 

time. 

“A dream itself is but a shadow”39 said Hamlet, but so wide in its 

array, so filled with meanings and so rich in the living of the subconscious: 

                                                           
38 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, op. cit., p. 1048.  
39 Idem, Act II, Scene 2, p. 1041. 
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gods mingle with men, men become unrecognisable, they hear voices, see 

weird faces and lice hallucinating occurrences. In the forest’s cool air, under 

the moonlight, Shakespeare becomes... fantastic. 

Will the actor’s actors have the opportunity to play animals, disguise, 

change identities, be elves or furies of the forest, fairy godmothers and people 

with many... unresolved problems, with many questions to which sooner or 

later they will need to find an answer. Sometimes with the price of their lives. 

Will’s characters also do something else: they play theatre. In a large number 

of plays, at kings’ courts, in the forest, public squares, people’s homes under 

various reasons the theatre in theatre system is applied. Either we are in 

comedies or tragedies, we enjoy to see, organized in due time or born 

spontaneously, by chance... a small theatre play. The way Shakespeare plays 

with convention plans convinces is, once more... if it has been necessary... that 

his plays must always and always be studied because they are an endless 

spring of life and creative surprise.  

The XXI century actor was, thus, in the English writer’s study time 

between the two dynamic concepts: a genius author and an infallible work 

Method. The first has perfect substance and shape, while the second is looking 

for life in the stage creation. The former scares the overly elaborate poetic 

language, while the latter through its much too great interior freedom, bound 

though in an overly well determined space. The actor of our times finds 

himself between the much too great amplitude the human feelings release and 

the declared scope of the Method to think and control the ineffable interior 

universe of the human being. Shakespeare paints the feeling in its purest form, 

love, hatred, jealousy, vanity, thirst for power or blood, while Stanislavski tells 

us: “Our conscious technique tends on one side to force the subconscious to 

work, whilst on the other side to learn not to stop it when it start working on 

its own. For this we must forget the existence of the subconscious and head 
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out for any target consciously, logically”40. Bring them at peace with each 

other... if you can! 

Despite all this, the young actor must know that both these major 

systems meet each other although they appear antagonistic, because: 

Shakespeare gave poetry a dramatic structure, Shakespeare contained the 

action in the lyric, combined the metaphor with life, in action and above all, 

Shakespeare acts by talking... beautifully! And in order to put our fear at ease 

in front of this giant ocean which, with his genius he intuited, Will the actor 

teaches us that the only solution to play his plays, give life to his giant 

characters is... to listen to the common sense and the measure of the human 

being’s nature. William Shakespeare’s art professor said: “Speak the speech, 

I pray you, as I pronounced it to/ you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you 

mouth it, as many of your players do, I had as life the town crier/ spoke my 

lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with/ your hand thus, but use all 

gently, for in the very torrent,/ tempest, and (as I may say) whirlwind of 

passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance/ that may give it 

smoothness. Oh, it offends me to the/ soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated 

fellow tear a/ passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the/ 

groundlings who for the most part are capable of/ nothing but inexplicable 

dumb-shows and noise. I/ would have such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing/ 

Termagant. It out-Herods Herod. Pray you, avoid it./ Be not too tame neither, 

but let your own discretion be your tutor. Suit the action to the word, the 

word to the action, with this special observance that you o’erstep not the 

modesty of nature”41. 

In the study of the actor’s art the testimony of belief William 

Shakespeare left us crosses the centuries! We learn about the human values, 

                                                           
40 K.S. Stanislavski, op. cit., p. 91. 
41 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince Of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, op. cit., p. 1048. 
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the force of the subconscious, how overwhelming our feelings can be, the 

beauty of the word, richness of metaphor and power of suggestion of the 

symbols; but above all we learn that the road we walk on in teaching and 

learning the art of the actor following the truth of the experience  and organic 

reactions in the stage universe is correct, The Method does not contradict 

classical literature, but sustains it, and the actor, in this context, can become 

a true creator.   
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Dr. Liviu Lucaci, Associate Professor 

 

The Shakespeare Matrix 

 

 

 

If theatre is the art of mirroring (“the purpose of playing, whose end, 

both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to 

nature” – Hamlet, Speak the speech, Act III, Scene 2), then Shakespeare is 

the mirror of our inside. As the mirror reflects our characteristics: face lines, 

body contour, the traces shaped by the passing time, relentless, on the friable 

material of our body, so the Shakespearian characters set for us the masks we 

wear in turning points of our existence. Love, friendship, betrayal, jealousy, 

passion pushed to the limits, suffering, disease, gratitude, murder or 

meanness – the faces of our attempts are all in there, traced by a steady hand 

that leaves no room for mistake. All our failures and victories are anticipated 

by him. 

Every culture has its own models, exemplary achievements that 

definitively mark it contouring its profile, reference points through which it 

measures its expanse and importance. In the European culture, the faces of 

Shakespeare came to perfectly crystallize our troubles as human beings tried 

by destiny. We know how the perfect love story looks like, after he gave the 

world Romeo and Juliet. We learned our jealousy leading to murder lesson 

with his tragedy Othello, we can recognize slyness after Iago’s appearance, 

immeasurable ambition allied with ruthlessness after the portrayal of the 

crippled and deformed King who wants to rule the world in order to make up 
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for an unfortunate childbirth. We say in love as Romeo, passionate as 

Othello, intelligent and ruthless as Richard, ever doubtful as Hamlet, in 

despair as Lear, waggish as Shakespeare’s buffoons, the ones who judge the 

world and ridicule it with rhymes and pranks, revealing its pattern. Mature 

love lives in Antony and Cleopatra, lucidity accompanied by deep 

melancholy in the melancholic Jacques, the daring love that does not fear 

obstacles is painted in As You Like It and Two Gentlemen of Verona, the 

boast allied with cowardice and comic charge is the weaved fabric of 

Falstaff. Lear, Hamlet, Macbeth, Orsino, Bottom, Oberon, Feste, Olivia, 

Coriolanus, Leontes, Ophelia, Gertrude, Rosalinda, Maria, Malvolio, Osric, 

Camillo, all of them perfectly embody our experiences, fears, doubts, 

excesses, traumas and expectations. Shakespeare proves to be as vast as a 

world, generous enough to envelop the world with all of its elements, like a 

bag with magical properties that swallows everything that is put in without 

ever filling up. We can say, without fear of being wrong, that today we live 

our lives by Shakespeare’s guidelines.  

How did this happen? When did he become the matrix figure that 

determines the way our inner composition is poured? And if so, how did it 

get here? 

Who is imitating whom? He imitates, in the higher meaning of 

creator, the human nature or the human nature pours itself by the patterns 

designed by him? I understand those raising eyebrows. How could it be 

possible, even for a creator of his magnitude, to believe that a writer could 

influence the pattern of nature? I just remind you that, after Proust, nature 

has come to imitate, quite badly indeed, art. Why then should not be possible 

for the mould of human nature to follow the sketch executed by a master? 

When I got the courage to choose the title “The Shakespeare Matrix”, 

I took the great Will as a guide. Like a bed of Procrustes on which our 
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troubled souls lay down so that their measures for a matching face could be 

taken. 

Of course, every epoch interprets Shakespeare in its own key. Each 

generation inspects, severely, his sentences. Takes notice, distrustful, of his 

plots. And even though times are changing, and so do the manners, although 

the physical distances are covered due to the technological assault, that’s 

generating new, impassable, ones, he passes all tests, still fascinating us. The 

inner earthquakes generated by him shake our prejudices, put in danger our 

beliefs, comforts, settlement in the world.   

How? Why? What attracts us? What makes us fill up the halls 

throughout the world, despite the many years that have passed since he wrote 

his stories, rather than treat him as an old-fashioned author, dated, 

inconsistent with our problems? In other words, who is he for us? Or who 

did we get to be in his hands? 

I try to give some personal answers, originated from the experience 

gained in the field of theatre, to the questions raised above. It is needless to 

mention that the success of my attempt is excluded. The answers remain 

plain sketches, unable to fit an expanding universe, like Shakespeare’s 

universe. Just as a smart kid refuses to draw the ocean on a sheet, convinced 

that its waters will spill over the edges of the paper, so do I stick to write 

down below some fruitful efforts of my mind, born from the astonishment 

given by meeting Shakespeare. So, let us begin my brief reckless essay on 

Shakespeare, creator of the worlds.  

How do we read/study Shakespeare? 

As a teacher of the art of acting, I often mediate the first encounter 

with Shakespeare for the actor-student. It’s the first reading in professional 

key, of course. I introduce his world to the students in a professional 

framework, like in some sort of testing laboratory. The first reaction is of 
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misunderstanding. The student reads the words of Shakespeare, but quickly 

gets lost in the tangle of paths that the text opens and then risks losing 

contact, becoming disappointed and frustrated. He risks to label the big Will 

as bushy, unclear, sometimes babbler, suffocated by his enormous amount of 

words of which the student understands only a half, unconvinced that is 

worth going to the next level. It’s the first challenge. The gateway to his 

world remains therefore closed, the novice is removed by disgust and 

consequently never takes notice of the treasures hidden in Shakespeare’s 

work.  

The first obstacle to be passed is the story recovery. Therefore, I ask 

the students to tell, after a careful reading, with their words the story of the 

play. The attempt is not without pitfalls. While striving to penetrate the 

meaning of the amount of words that they are facing, students move on to the 

semantic study of text. They debate, reread, consult the dictionary, gain 

knowledge about the epoch, history, local customs, folklore, traditions, etc., 

all linked to the world described in the play. Then, after an arduous journey, 

they retell it. First time insecure, they miss out the details, betrayed by the 

words they use, not always able to put together the meanings gained during 

the study period on the content. Finally, they succeed. The play is retold, 

fluently, clearly, coherently, often with humour, and the students smile 

pleased at the tamed dragon. They can now tell their friends outside the 

world of theatre what it is about in Hamlet, Lear, Coriolanus. It’s the first 

step: making friends.  

Afterwards, begins the second stage: retelling the play from the 

different points of view of each character in the play. Here the perspective is 

changing violently and permanently. What seemed clear and coherent in the 

overall picture hardly obtained, now distorts, smashes, breaks in half-truths 

when students are forced to follow the story from the narrow point of view of 
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one character. But what happens now is important. The big picture simplified 

like any overview, fades, showing its limits, and instead of that the 

individual truths of the characters appear. The way the character chosen for 

study thinks, subjective as it is, confusing sometimes, creates the lines he 

utters. The characters’ truths are born out of their lips, expressed in words 

suitable to alter the world in which they move, according to the purposes of 

each of them. Their way of being betrays with every uttered word. 

Furthermore, and here is worth making a significant emphasis, their truths 

are born with every word. As we do not know our aim in life at a certain 

moment until, forced by a threshold matter, we come to utter it. And only 

from that moment on, we know what to do. That same happens in the studied 

texts. For Shakespeare, the fictional reality arises simultaneously with the 

lines utterance. 

How so? Does this not happen with any other author? Are words not 

the only way to give birth to fictional realities?  

Of course, to some extent this is true. Only when it comes to 

Shakespeare, as Peter Brook brilliantly stressed somewhere, his way of 

building up the story through words has two ends, two different ways which 

are running in parallel, ways that in the case of other authors are coming out 

separately and sequentially. The character’s monologue at Shakespeare, the 

way he reveals how he thinks about the situation in which he finds himself 

involved, is boldly twinned with stage action generating text. And all 

disguised under the obscure and, at the same time, splendid and revealing 

clothing of poetry. Peter Brook says that if Shakespeare had not existed, we, 

theatre people, would have been left with the impression that such thing 

could not be possible. Thoughts on the action and the action itself would 

have remained separate. But here, at Shakespeare, most often the two occur 

simultaneously, they go together, hand in hand. The character speaks his 
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mind about what he does, did or will do, simultaneously done with the act 

execution. We are dealing with a dramatic process very much alike to a 

surgical one, through which the characters’ mind is revealed, a process 

through which the spectators are witnessing what is going on in the mind of 

those who act, at the same time with the deed. It is some sort of seismograph 

that broadcasts live the waves produced by the inner earthquakes of the 

play’s characters. And this is extraordinary. Strange and revealing. Unique. 

Even frightening.     

How is Shakespeare? It is a question that awaits an answer, sooner or 

later, from every teacher, director, actor and theatre guide who made contact 

with him and dared to use his work in teaching as subject for study or with 

the purpose of staging it. It is the question that concerns Will’s viewers, 

readers, fans and detractors. My answer would be that Shakespeare is 

contradictory, paradoxical, bold, audacious, erotic, visionary, splendid, 

unjust, unequal, cruel, human, and unfinished – in the sense of his 

continuous accomplishment, often wild, impossible to be subjected to a 

formula to describe him. And that makes him interesting for study and brings 

him closer to us. From any perspective undertaken for research, the study on 

Shakespeare is fertile. Shakespeare is political, theological, metaphysical, 

erotic and human. Shakespeare is a knot that holds the world together so it 

won’t unravel. All the threads pass through him. It is just what happens with 

the central station of a large metropolis. Its inhabitants must pass through 

there on their journeys. Therefore, those who do not know Shakespeare, 

those who ignore or defame him without reading him, they do not know that 

he is actually present in their lives permanently, outlining their destinies. 

Shakespeare’s faces are multiple and sometimes indiscernible to the 

untrained eye, and his influence remains huge. Breaking TV series fans do 

not know that, for example, a successful character as Frank Underwood from 
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House of Cards, the recent US series, owes its success to great Will, Richard 

III being the admitted model after which Frank builds his unscrupulous 

political intrigue. And such examples are countless. 

What do I mean by that? How important could it be that 

Shakespeare’s characters have an influence over creators even in present 

day? 

I mean to say more than that. Not just that Shakespeare is a parent 

who culturally inseminates our minds, but that he found the formula. The 

magical formula with which he described our inner workings. Like a sort of 

potion which, when used in adequate quantities, always gives the desired 

results. A little bit of this, a little bit of that and we have the villain standing 

before us. A pinch from here and a sprinkle from there and we get the lover. 

And so on and so forth when it comes to the intriguing, the undecided, the 

babbler, the mystic, the dreamer, the jealous and the loyal. 

As a result, if you wish to know the face of treason coming from a 

friend, or the face of crime for money or honours, all you have to do is read 

the scene of the two murderers from Richard the Third. If you would like to 

know how a woman in love would do anything to find her lover, you pick up 

“Two Gentlemen in Verona” and you take a seat in your armchair or in the 

theatre seat and watch the story unfold. It’s all there. Not as a didactic 

demonstration but as a spell trapped into words which unravels its power 

every time, with every reading. Similarly, to a chemical formula which, if 

followed adequately, will always produce the same substance inside of your 

vial. Without fail. 

To continue with the process through which I lead my students 

towards meeting Shakespeare... Once the story is told again as an overview, 

and then told and retold through the mouth of every character, the questions 

related to the options of the latter concerning the diverse, grave and ultimate 
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problems with which they confront as the play goes on arise. And this is the 

great battle which takes place in the mind of the Shakespeare’s apprentice. 

At first, when it comes to mentally exploring all the solutions the characters 

adopt during the play, the students are in a hurry to declare, amazed and 

incredulous, if not even indignant at the actions of the characters: “It’s fake! 

Ridiculous! Exaggerated! Absurd! I would never do what Richard, Lear, 

Demetrius, Ophelia, Maria, Malvolio are doing in the given situations. I 

would never betray, kill, extort, humiliate or declare what any of his 

characters declare!” Really? This is the key moment. The final trial. The 

Shakespeare task. 

The exercise which I always do next with them is to encourage them 

to explore, according to the magic of what if, the trials of the characters 

which intrigue them and to understand their options. And when they manage 

to understand their weaknesses, constraints, failures as being only human, I 

ask them to explain with their own words said trials. The plethora of 

meanings found in the words of Shakespeare, once uncovered through study, 

will be very difficult to explain with words different from the ones used by 

the author, of course maintaining the brevity and the semantic layers. Most 

times the students find themselves forced, constrained by the situation to use 

the exact words of Will. If they wish to maintain the richness of the situation. 

Once arriving to this point, they will let themselves be won over from now 

on by the achievements of Shakespeare, seeing them as being imperatively 

needed. Shakespeare will be theirs, for them, from themselves. A rich and 

mysterious Shakespeare, bold, insolent and contradicting much like their 

young lives which are only beginning. 

Besides, how could you not let yourself be swept off your feet by the 

never before heard boldness of a criminal who asks for the victim’s 

daughter’s hand in marriage right before the corpse of the father in law and 
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even on the way to the funeral? The insolence of Richard petrifies you, 

making you captive in the story of which you wish to see the end, curious to 

find out how it might develop. Who could remain distant to the hardships of 

the tested love found in Romeo and Juliet and in Antonio and Cleopatra? Or 

whoever is interested by the inner workings of power will not be able to take 

their eyes off the intrigues of Julius Caesar or Titus Andronicus. Power, love, 

betrayal, disease, madness, death. Central themes in Shakespeare’s work 

which are subjects of interest to us as well. The ingredients of life, whether 

we like it or not. 

The events of the lives of each and every one of us come at once, by 

surprise and with no warning to understand them and to arrange them into a 

coherent painting we make use of the cultural models we have at our 

disposal. It’s what we’ve been doing for some 400 years with Shakespeare. 

Just as parents mould your character, using examples and personal 

experience, our Will helps us name what is happening to us. In the same way 

we learn what a chair or a table is in our childhood, how to use tableware and 

how to tie our shoelaces, we learn how to call our experiences, to be able to 

digest them more easily. As I said before, we know what friendship, betrayal, 

love etc. are after we learned from the Shakespearian examples. And 

whatever doesn’t fit the aforementioned patterns remains incomprehensible. 

Hic sunt leones, as cartographers used to write on the old maps over 

territories still unknown and therefore filled with perils. And this still stands 

until the coming of another author which can add to our interior map with an 

adequate name: bovarism, quixotism... It is a phenomenon similar to 

translating from a language/culture to another. Only this time we are 

translating the experience of living. There are a few authors who in time 

have earned the role of teachers: Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Tolstoy, Molière, 

Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes… The list continues, but it isn’t long. 
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Those truly great, with an effect on our minds, are few and far between. 

Those who have reached deep into the fibre of the human soul, mapping it 

for us. Those who we almost no longer call authors of fiction, but creators of 

souls, of worlds, gods. Those who compel us, imperceptibly, to live our lives 

by their measures.  

Shakespeare and the meeting with the dream  

Perhaps no author dares to do so much. Risky, absurd, immeasurable. 

And when reality is no longer enough, he calls upon the dream. The 

fantastical scenes in his plays are countless. For Shakespeare, the call to the 

dream is one of substance. It’s a sort of immersion into the other world, the 

oneiric, the opposite side of the world we know with our eyes open. 

Shakespeare opens the gates wide, letting the dreams come in to speak to us. 

Like any complex author, he understands dreams, and our dreams are at least 

as important as our daily life. Traumas, our expectations, the abyssal, the 

boundlessness, the hideous, the monstrous come into the light during his 

plays, gaining a face and a voice. We learn about the hidden beings who live 

in the depths of our psyche as we advance into this realm of shadows. 

What could be more enlightening for this than, taken as an example, 

the scene of the transformation of Bottom into a donkey from A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream? We see how the modest craftsman, the amateur actor with a 

habit, turns right before our very eyes into a lusty and furry animal under the 

influence of the spell planned by Puck and commanded by Oberon, the king 

of the spirits of the woods. Of course, the tone is a comical one, we are 

speaking of a scene from a comedy, but the layers of it are many and 

brimming with meanings. The bewitched human literally gains enormous 

proportions. His manhood grows enough to satisfy a queen of fairies, and his 

ears become donkey-like. The revenge of Oberon, the jealous husband, is 
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complete. The combination of man and animal is complete now. The scene 

has a sort of devastating eroticism. The props of the impetuous sexuality are 

lush. Everything is permitted when lust has no restraint. The queen unfaithful 

to her husband is subject to the ritual of intercourse with a monster. And that 

underlines the magnitude of the forces trapped in conflict. The sexual 

innuendos are abundant, we find ourselves in an orgy. Explosion of 

sensations, of flesh trapped in the delirium of insatiate desire. We have a 

complete psychoanalytic painting. Freud would be ecstatic, satisfied by the 

scene. Jung may freely develop his obscure theory. Our undergrounds are, 

for a time, in plain sight, exposed, until the Oberon’s revenge is satisfied and 

he commands Puck to stop the spell. In this scene we have the opportunity, 

and it is just an example, to glance into the shadows. To recognize our 

impulses, the hidden forces which move us, make us shudder, terrorize us. 

The evolution of Bottom the donkey in the spirit world, the joining between 

a queen of spirits and animality through excellence, possible only when the 

world has left its beaten path due to conflicts between masters, says a lot 

about our inner workings. Spirit and animal intertwined, dream and terror, 

repulsion and lustful satisfaction, secrecy and shameless exposure, combined 

into an amazing, complex and ravaging painting.  

Shakespeare the abyssal is a perpetual theme, an inexhaustible study 

material. And his work is full of such scenes, stories, fantastical characters, 

apocalyptic visions. His penetrating eye sees the demons living inside of us, 

giving them faces. The study of the abyss in Shakespeare’s theatre is in fact 

the study of our inner being/beings. Once named, they lose some of their 

power. They come out into the light, even for just a moment, and at that time 

we can diagnose our struggles. Oberon, Titania, Puck, Ariel, Caliban, just as 

many demons with which we must somehow negotiate in order to live in this 

world. Shakespeare dares to talk about them. I don’t want to talk here in 
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detail about the theme of the Shakespearean abyss, for it deserves its own 

study, I only wish to underline the vastness of his universe of oneiric 

investigation over the human soul. 

Action Man - Renaissance man  

Shakespeare puts the man at the centre of the world, and the man is 

the measure of all things, according to the Renaissance formula. That means 

that human trials count in its plays, the focus is on the man. His characters do 

not live in a paler world than the true one, the one beyond, the one that will 

follow life on this earth, as it happened in Middle Ages. His characters want 

to succeed here and now, in this world. For this reason, the study on 

Shakespeare is refreshing for actors. Because they, students-actors, are 

forced to adopt the attitude of the characters they are studying. That is to 

fight for their interests and to fight in order to achieve their goals. 

Shakespeare’s characters do not yield under the pressure of time; do not 

resign themselves to the harsh fate, no way. They want by any purpose to be 

fulfilled. And that makes the life blood to flow hot through their veins. 

Shakespeare created fighters. Richard III falls succumbed only after you 

have tried all (“a kingdom for a horse!”42), brothers cross the seas to find 

themselves again, friends support the loved ones at the cost of the last 

sacrifice, Adam in As You Like, Kent in King Lear. Loyalty and unmeasured 

ambition are served all the way up to the limit of helplessness. And by this 

way Shakespeare reveals to us the human limits and the grandeur with which 

the latter tries to overcome them, even if he ends up slain, with broken backs. 

Shakespeare’s heroes overflow of force, spirit and initiative. His heroes 

move the world, they are greedy for knowledge, restless, without measure. 

They are innovative, bold and without measure. They came to the world in 

                                                           
42 William Shakespeare, Richard III, Act V, Scene 4, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 

Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 746. 
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order to change it through their deeds, not to endure it like some creatures 

cursed by fate. No matter how feeble seems to be their strength, they do not 

give in to difficulties, and make their habit to fight until their last breath as a 

glory title. Shakespeare’s heroes are creators. If the man was the measure of 

all things during the Renaissance period, for us, those born under the sign of 

the great Will Shakespeare are the measure of the world. 

Perhaps he is the first creator to put more value on the world as a 

stage on which we, humans, play our parts. Theatre in theatre is a method 

introduced before him, but he uses it to another extent. The key is major. The 

melancholic Jacques’ monologue from As You Like It is relevant. The ages of 

man are seen as a string of roles we play when the proper time comes. Then 

comes Puck’s specific reference in A Midsummer Night’s Dream end to the 

impermanence of our lives and the association between the substance of 

which they are made and the material from which dreams are made of. But I 

go further and I notice how, as I mentioned above, the actions are 

intertwined with the characters’ reflections. And I notice that Shakespeare’s 

characters behave like actors. Literally, I mean. Like actors who weigh 

consciously their performance during the play. According to this criterion, 

they choose how to behave in accordance with the purposes of the moment 

that they have and the proposed scheme. Their naturalness lies in how well 

they change faces in order to get where they want. How quickly and how 

easily they adapt. The examples are countless. Richard, again, Iago, Hamlet, 

Rosalind, Viola, Feste, Claudius, Camillo, Lady Macbeth, Juliet, Maria, Sir 

Toby, etc. there is almost no character who does not do it.  

What does this say about us? And how many characters live in each 

one of us? When are we, the true, and when the appropriate to the tests to 

which we are subjected? Seen from the perspective of actors that play their 

part as good as they can, Shakespeare’s heroes are easier to be penetrated. 
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And then results easier to be played by actors, of course. Their versatility is 

astounding and it gives occasion to interpretations. The characters develop 

depending on the goals they set. And the actors can only embrace these 

purposes and let themselves be driven by them, thus creating some 

memorable characters. The way is deep understanding of human appetites. 

Candidates for the crown throw themselves in devastating wars, lovers 

remove in any way possible the rivals, kings cling to the throne, and traitors 

sell anyone to reach the long-wished power. Love, power, and glory are 

served to the end, unscrupulous and with maximum force. Eroticism gushes 

warm, alive like blood that sweeps the thirsty arteries. The characters want to 

amuse, to prove, to submit, to succeed by any price, to live fully. Everything 

is achieved with effort and struggle, and the wise know that the world is 

conquered through the use of words. Those who own the words, rule the 

world. They hold the power.  

And power always belongs to poetry, superior language that bares the 

meanings and dresses them up in special garments. Poetry, the one that hides 

more than it shows, keeps secret more than it reveals, throwing long shadows 

behind the declared intentions. Poem with a fragile image in appearance, but 

which has the force of a grenade that explodes in your hand.  

These are some challenges that the student at the acting school needs 

to pass when studying Shakespeare. Attitude and competence. Action and 

reflection as well, truth and illusion, poetry and psychoanalysis. It’s 

Shakespeare’s world we inhabit for a few hundred years, but we do not know 

it sometimes. It’s the world in which the man matters and his incapacities are 

sometimes esteemed as much as his skills. 

I am far from covering the whole subject, of course. The Shakespeare 

matrix is a reality that surrounds us. The lines above do not claim to be a 

demonstration, but rather urges to reflection. Who kneads the dough of 
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which we are made and following what patterns? These questions remain 

without a definitive answer. Any comprehensive effort is ridiculous here. 

There is still left the prolific perplexity that the happenings from Will’s – the 

creator of worlds – work generate. And, of course, the way to new research 

in the field remains open. 
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Author’s subject and subject of the actor 

 

 

 

The end of the first year of study brings, with regard to the student 

competencies, regaining his natural component and assimilating the process 

in conventional conditions. What works spontaneous and free in everyday 

life, come exposure, loses authenticity and becomes a mechanic sample.  

Understanding the process, through disassembling it, raises our 

awareness on how we function second by second.   

We receive information spontaneously, process it, work with it 

though our senses, either consciously or unconsciously select an option and 

act- reactively or proactively. This last has to happen in the stage space, 

under stress, emotions and self-censorship. 

After owning this point from the first year’s material, our attention is 

channelled towards understanding two other essential points: taking 

ownership over a conventional situation and experimenting the ME IN THE 

GIVEN SITUATION.  

Exercises take place on simple stages, with scripts appropriate to the 

age and ability of the student to understand them. They include throughout 

one or two essential changes that provide the student the possibility to 

transform himself and reveal the vulnerability potential he is capable of.    

Carrying these competencies along, the Actor’s Art student is 

advancing with hope and curiosity towards the second year, where he will 
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begin the first semester with experimenting some complex situations and 

meet recognized authors.  

This year what is important is studying the open conflict scenes 

where the student has to develop his expression means (voice, body 

language) without losing anything from the truth earned in the first year.   

The courage to express himself free and surface each one’s volcanic 

interior, by “breaking free” has to be a primary objective for the second year.  

This moment in the student’s evolution is the subject of this paper. 

Knowing how quick two years of faculty go by, since in year three we focus 

on the theatrical productions for the graduation licence, we must, for a short 

time and in small pieces, meet the GREAT AUTHORS.  

Shakespearian comedies are a generous work material in this stage 

and I have chosen to analyse a play that I find very interesting and quite 

insufficiently exploited: The Merry Wives of Windsor43. 

The idea of a prank, theatre in theatre or scene in scene is ideal to 

meet the objectives we set to obtain extrovert expressions. The characters 

have “madness”, fantasy, a tremendous ability to improvise and a sense of 

expressing the states of mind that deserves all our attention. I am not 

suggesting an out of the ordinary journey, nor do I claim to be a Shakespeare 

“specialist”, but I am rather a professor that aims to transpose into reality the 

words of wonderful Will. I merely want that all I am about to say shall be a 

simple thought that may turn our useful for somebody in his attempt to 

transform dramatic literature in ORALITY. 

 

 

 

                                                           
43 William Shakespeare, Merry Wives of Windsor, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 

Collins London and Glashow, 1991, pp. 53-86.  
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THE MERRY WIVES OF WINDSOR  

 

A. CAST IN THE ORDER INDICATED BY THE AUTHOR 

Bardolph, Pistol and Nym- rogues in the service of Falstaff 

SIR JOHN FALSTAFF 

FENTON 

SHALLOW – Justice of the Peace 

SLANDER – Shallow’s grandson 

FORD and PAGE – two gentlemen living at Windsor 

WILLIAM PAGE – a boy, PAGE’s son 

DOCTORUL CAIUS – French doctor 

SIR HUGH EVANS – priest from Wales and keeper at Garter Inn  

SIMPLE – Slander’s servant 

RUGBY – Caius’s servant 

MISTRESS FORD 

MISTRESS PAGE 

MISTRESS QUICKLY – Doctor Caius’s servant 

B. THE STORY 

Finding out that Sir John Falstaff is visiting Page, Shallow, Slender 

and Evans come to settle a conflict between Shallow’s grandson and the 

rogues serving Falstaff. The swindlers got Slender drunk and then relieved 

this of all the pennies he had on him. Shallow, old pedigree nobleman, can’t 

accept such a humiliation of his family’s heraldry and asks for explanations 

for his servants’ behaviour. The conflict is mediated by priest Evans, under 

the host’s supervision, is questioned from all angles, but the ability of the 

people under Fallstaff’s organization to relieve themselves from guilt has 

him shout: “You hear all these matters denied, gentlemen; you hear it.” 
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The Pages have a daughter, Anne, young, beautiful, virtuous, but 

above all with an impressive dowry, which makes her a target of the money-

seeking elite. With Slender at age of marriage, he is guided by Shallow and 

Evans to marry Anne, only he, although fighting bears, is unskilled in 

relationship with women. This visit of the three in Page’s house has, beyond 

resolving the conflict with Falstaff, also this objective to try and bring 

Slender and Anne closer together. Slender’s shyness determines Evans to 

send Simple with a letter to Mistress Quickly, in which he asks her to act as 

facilitator between the two youngsters.   

Once arrived at Garter Inn, Falstaff complains about the material 

pressure he has and that he is forced to give up a part of his servants. He 

gives Bardolph up to the inn as cellar man, and with the other two he has a 

plan to... get out of the crisis. He writes two identical letters, one for Mistress 

Page and the other for Mistress Ford whereby he declares them his love and, 

confident in his charm, hopes to seduce them and thus get his hands on their 

men’s fortunes, to which they have unlimited access. The letters should 

arrive to the two ladies through Nym and Pistol, but they refuse to be a part 

of such a game, deeming it underneath their dignity as swordsmen. 

The second act debuts with the letter Mistress Page received. 

Appalled, outraged and filled with anger she can’t believe how a “noble 

knight” who preaches honesty and morality every step of the way is capable 

of such a gesture: to approach a married woman. She wonders what she 

could have said for this man to feel encouraged to court her. Her outrage 

increases when, meeting her good friend Mistress Ford, she finds out she 

also received a similar letter from Falstaff. Using a multitude of invectives to 

refer to the fat man full of blob the two women decide to punish him.  

Meanwhile, Falstaff’s two servants, who have been thrown out for 

refusing to deliver the letters to their destination, take revenge by informing 



92 

 

Page and Ford about the plans of their former employer. Page does not 

believe the words of the two, but Ford, rather a jealous nature, starts having 

ideas, and while meeting on the road with the inn keeper, asks him to 

intermediate a meeting at the inn with Falstaff to find out the knight’s 

intentions. The two wives who came looking for their husbands meet 

Mistress Quickly and invite her to a discussion, Quickly becoming a key 

factor the two’s revenge.  

At the inn two important meetings take place. First of all, Quickly 

confesses to Falstaff that both letters have pleased both women and he is 

expected to pay them a visit while their husbands are away and another 

meeting, Falstaff’s with Brook, none other than Ford, with a false identity. 

He finds out from a knight that he is to visit his wife at 10-11. Revenge will 

have no limits.  

The third act takes place on two levels: the courtship of miss Anne 

and Falstaff’s first visit at Ford’s house. Although the husband, informed 

about the romantic meeting in his house comes with an army of men to 

uncover the adultery, the ability of the two women enables Falstaff to escape, 

taken in a dirty laundry basket and thrown in a river. Ford is embarrassed in 

from of the men for judging his wife without a reason and apologises, 

blaming jealousy to be a heavy and incurable illness.  

For the women, the encounter has opened the appetite for revenge 

and they send Mistress Quickly to arrange another meeting at Mistress 

Ford’s, for another day, between 8 and 9, when her husband is out hunting. 

The meeting between Brook and Falstaff reveals the truth of what happened 

and the reason why Ford did not catch Falstaff, and Ford finds out that his 

wife is to meet the noble knight again between 8 and 9. 

The fourth and fifth act are nothing other than new pranks played on 

Falstaff, who in the end manages to escape Ford yet again, disguised in an 
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old witch’s clothes, but only after the wives confess to their husbands the 

entire story, is the revenge complete, Falstaff being humiliated in the woods, 

after he is forced to dress himself as a stag. 

Like any other comedy, everything ends in a happy end, no character 

is forgotten and young Anne marries her heart’s chosen one, Fenton, 

Shakespeare giving a great lesson to those who used to make alliances 

through marriage, from interest.  

C. DESCIFRING SOME SCENES  

From a scene approach methodology, working, at the beginning of 

the second year, we must start with understanding the text, every single 

word, the author’s message. In order to reach depths, as the great director 

and professor David Esrig said it is necessary to release ay, that words 

become permeable so one can hear the thought.  

Meeting Shakespeare, unlike the contemporary scenes studied in 

class in the first year, brings - through the pattern and subjectivism of the 

translator in choosing the corresponding words – a multitude of archaisms 

and “weird” words for the young generation, who for the fifties, when the 

current translation was made, were considered... normal words. Sometimes 

we get the feeling of a heavy, rocky and yet exciting to develop the 

capability to take ownership over difficult words of the Romanian language.  

Before starting to decipher the meanings of the first stage there is one 

more thing we need to clarify. We are concerned with educating the student 

actor’s instrument and to discover the humane in the scenes we study. We 

are not interested in the fact that the scene we are about to analyse takes 

place in a pub, filled with drunks, that Falstaff is a very fat man, we don’t 

care about the external elements of the characters, but about understanding 

their specific mechanisms to act and think according to their goals or 
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interests. We are looking for a viable relationship between the students who 

are working the scene, through taking ownership of the Shakespearian 

themes.  

What is truly essential for class experimenting is for the subject 

Shakespeare offers us as work ground, the student has to discover his own 

subject, personal, that will bring his existence alive in the class space and 

offer the receivers a multiplication of the plans of his evolution. 

We are not interested in the characters’ biographies or what they have 

been doing until the moment of the scene, but in their immediate goals, in 

such a way that we do not start working with states of mind prior to the 

visible moment, but give birth to an independent slice of life that transcends 

Shakespeare’s text.   

Stanislavski teaches us that a text is like a giant turkey that can’t be 

eaten all at once. We must slice the turkey in smaller pieces that fit into our 

mouth and can be chewed easily. The same way the text must be split in 

smaller fragments, with specific goals and names designed to exclude any 

sensation of uncertainty or compromise from the beginner actor.  

SCENE 2 ACT II, taking place between sir John Falstaff and 

Mistress Quickly is the first one we should channel our attention towards. 

Although, unlike the other scenes we will analyse, it is less dynamic 

physically, it has all sorts of turnarounds and switches that make it dynamic 

on the inside.  

The scene starts with Mistress Quickly’s entrance in the space that, as 

Shakespeare tells us, is sent by the two ladies, Page and Ford to notify sir 

John Falstaff that they accept meeting him while their husbands are away. 

Thus, Mistress Quickly is a facilitator that, apparently, only has one goal. To 

inform. Only this time, unlike the situation from Henry the IVth, where 

Quickly was nothing more than the matron of a brother, in her own house, is 
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here very intelligent, despite of proving trough her grammar mistakes that 

she is not very well trained. The word “quickly”, in English, means fast, 

right away and it gives us some clear indications of Shakespeare’s intentions 

with this character: skilful, sparkling brilliant mind, speculative nature that 

tangles and untangles the threads. Such a rich character can only be an 

informant.  

The first line exchanges are very interesting: 

“Mistress Quickly - Give your worship good morrow. 

Falstaff - Good morrow, good wife. 

Mistress Quickly - Not so, an’t please your worship. 

Falstaff - Good maid, then. 

Mistress Quickly - I’ll be sworn, As my mother was, the first hour I was 

born. 

Falstaff - I do believe the swearer. What with me? 

Mistress Quickly - Shall I vouchsafe your worship a word or two? 

Falstaff - Two thousand, fair woman: and I’ll vouchsafe thee the hearing.” 

This would be the first fragment of the scene. First, we notice some 

sort of obedience coming from Mistress Quickly, a rapport that outlines the 

difference in status between the two. She uses the reference “your highness” 

three times in her four lines. On the other hand, Falstaff’s lines evolve or 

involve from “good wife” to “good maid”. As a result, this passage cannot be 

justified by other than the fact that Falstaff is “encouraged”, although not 

through the language, but attitude. Through Mistress Quickly’s confession to 

Falstaff that she is single and no maiden we find out many things about her 

availability to easily accept a romantic connection. 

Quickly speculates the knight’s weakness for women, flirts with him 

specifically to make him believe he is irresistible, that no woman can... 
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resist. And what happens with her in these moments happened to the two 

wives whose messenger she is.  

We can conclude that the stage is led at the beginning by Quickly and 

that her personal subject to seduce him is paying off, because Falstaff longs 

for her presence and is willing to listen to the “fair woman” “two thousand” 

words.  

From this angle, the first fragment could be called SEDUCTION and 

it becomes interesting for every woman separately, this due to the complete 

freedom to choose what she is doing and the means she is using to conquer 

her partner. What is important is to understand that although Quickly only 

has to deliver a message, Falstaff’s mind is with the two wives and what he 

should do, faster, to get his hands on the money, nothing matters in the 

scene’s present other than what is going on between the two; simply put, the 

immediate goal is to seduce Falstaff and then pass on the message from the 

two wives. For Falstaff an extra woman is never a bad thing and he reacts in 

accordance with his womanizer status, falling into the trap laid by the 

facilitator.   

The personal subjects of the two characters bring, beyond flirting 

with words also physical proximity; and in the moment Sir John gets more 

attracted, fragment two begins:  

“Mistress Quickly - There is one Mistress Ford, sir  

Falstaff - Well, Mistress Ford; what of her? 

Mistress Quickly - Why, sir, she’s a good creature. Lord Lord! Your 

worship’s a wanton! Well, heaven forgive you and all of us, I pray! 

Falstaff - Mistress Ford; come, Mistress Ford” 

Mistress Quickly, with a shrewdness worthy of Iago (the renowned 

intrigue spiker from Othello), stops precisely when Falstaff is getting more 

excited, feeling remorse towards an honest woman who also is in love with 
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him and can do... such a thing to him. She refrains her instincts for a noble 

cause and an honest love... presumably Mistress Ford’s for Falstaff. 

The word “wanton”, symbolizing ladies’ man, Don Juan, floozy man 

who is going at it partying and through love affairs, has the role to show 

Falstaff that although he is sinning, God must forgive him because all 

women need such a man. When even a married woman with fear of God is 

unable to resist the noble knight’s charms, this means he possesses out of the 

ordinary lover qualities. Quickly realises that she just also fell... into sin and 

asks kind God for forgiveness. Facade, of course.  

From this moment on, Falstaff’s interest for Mistress Ford is rising, 

the curiosity is high and the scene begins to be led by him; Quickly feels that 

she has turned him on and he’s boiling. Once this fragment is closed, which 

we could name the INTRIGUE, we enter the third fragment.  

Quickly begins by saying: “Marry, this is the short and the long of it; 

you have brought her into such a canaries as ‘tis wonderful.”  In reality, he is 

the one that is boiling, now, sir John Falstaff, launching herself in a mountain 

of details that enhance her impatience. 

Quickly – “The best courtier of them all, when the court lay at Windsor, 

could never have brought her to such a canary. Yet there has been knights, 

and lords, and gentlemen, with their coaches, I warrant you, coach after 

coach, letter after letter, gift after gift; smelling so sweetly, all musk, and so 

rushling, I warrant you, in silk and gold; and in such alligant terms; and in 

such wine and sugar of the best and the fairest, that would have won any 

woman’s heart; and, I warrant you, they could never get an eye-wink of her: 

I had myself twenty angels given me this morning; but I defy all angels, in 

any such sort, as they say, but in the way of honesty: and, I warrant you, they 

could never get her so much as sip on a cup with the proudest of 
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them all: and yet there has been earls, nay, which is more, pensioners; but, I 

warrant you, all is one with her.” 

Pointing out Mistress Ford’s virtue and without losing the 

opportunity to brag about her own, she runs an imagination exercise, 

improvising a story that probably would have continued for quite some time, 

should Falstaff not intervene to put an end to the flood of praise for the lady 

and her suitors.  

Falstaff – “But what says she to me? be brief, my good she-Mercury.” 

Mistress Quickly’s story is so well thought that all we know up until 

this very moment is that Mistress Ford is brought “into such a canaries”, but 

we do not know what decision she has taken. Will she refrain her instincts or 

give way to the love intentions of Falstaff? The answer to this question is 

eagerly expected by the knight.  

Using the expression “my good she-Mercury.” (Mercury - god of 

commerce and shrewdness, Hermes for the ancient Greeks, was the 

messenger of gods, which is why he was represented as having wings 

attached to his shoes), Falstaff almost begs for a short answer.  

Quickly – “Marry, she hath received your letter”; (it is an important moment 

of the fragment and the student who experiences the role can raise her 

partners pulse by delaying the sequel; or can even play the fact that what will 

follow is not good, throwing him on the peaks of despair, so that later she 

can give him the good news) “she thanks you a thousand times”; (the same 

game of feeling sorry) “and she gives you to notify” (in the same key and in 

this maximum suspense point the third fragment ends, which we could call  

BOILING, taking inspiration from Shakespeare, the fourth fragment 

debuting with the news) “that her husband will be absence from his house 

between ten and eleven.” (news that has Falstaff exuberates with joy).  

Falstaff – “Ten and eleven?” 
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Quickly – “Ay, forsooth; and then you may come and see the picture, she 

says, that you wot of: Master Ford, her husband, will be from home. Alas! 

The sweet woman leads an ill life with him: he’s a very jealousy man: she 

leads a very frampold life with him, good heart.” 

Falstaff  – “Ten and eleven. Woman, commend me to her; I will not fail her” 

Quickly – “Why, you say well.” 

This fragment four, the one of double joy for Falstaff, can be divided 

into two parts. The first one ends with the story about Mistress Ford, and the 

second begins with the message from Mistress Page: 

Quickly – “But I have another messenger (message) to your worship. 

Mistress Page hath her hearty commendations to you too: and let me tell you 

in your ear, she’s as fartuous a civil modest wife, and one, I tell you, that will 

not miss you morning nor evening prayer, as any is in Windsor, whoe’er be 

the other: and she bade me tell your worship that her husband is seldom from 

home; but she hopes there will come a time. I never knew a woman so dote 

upon a man: surely I think you have charms, la; yes, in truth.” 

Falstaff – “Not I, I assure thee: setting the attractions of my good parts aside 

I have no other charms.” 

Quickly – “Blessing on your heart for’t!” 

We observe in the succession of lines above the same game Quickly 

made, as Mistress Ford, by outlining, this time, Mistress Page’s humbleness 

and the fact that what Falstaff accomplished is sorcery because a normal man 

could not have troubled a woman to such extent. Falstaff becomes more and 

more euphoric and full of himself, and until the end of the scene only has one 

fear, shattered by Mistress Quickly: 

Falstaff – “But, I pray thee, tell me this: has Ford’s wife and Page’s wife 

acquainted each other how they love me?” 
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Quickly – “That were a jest indeed! They have not so little grace, I hope: that 

were a trick indeed!” 

The communication between Falstaff and Mistress Page will be 

carried through Falstaff’s squire, well seen and received in Mr. Page’s house, 

good friend of Falstaff’s. The knight’s mind already starts stepping away 

from Mistress Quickly’s chatter, which starts to become rather tiresome and 

after finding out the essential, he seeks to get rid of her.   

Quickly – “Mistress Page would desire you to send her your little page, of all 

loves: her husband has a marvellous infection to the little page” (a confusion 

in terms, Quickly referring to affection); “and truly Master Page is an honest 

man. Never a wife in Windsor leads a better life than she does: do what she 

will, say what she will, take all, pay all, go to bed when she list, rise when 

she list, all is as she will: and truly she deserves it; for if there be a kind 

woman in Windsor, she is one. You must end her your page; no remedy.” 

Falstaff – “Why, I will.” 

Quickly – “Nay, but do so, then: and, look you, he may come and go 

between you both; and in any case have a nay-word, that you may know one 

another’s mind, and the boy never need to understand any thing; for ‘tis not 

good that children should know any wickedness: old folks, you know, have 

discretion, as they say, and know the world.” 

Falstaff – “Fare thee well: commend me to them both...” 

This last fragment, which we could title GOOD NEWS, ends the 

scene.  

The conclusions would then be: getting close to a text, in the attempt 

to assume it consists in, first of all, understanding the words, then dividing it 

into fragments determined based on goals, discovering the personal subject 

that brings a supplemental value to the written script, by drawing inspiration 

from it.  
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The synthesis of Mistress Quickly’s evolution in the scene would be 

the desire to seduce Falstaff, leaving him with the impression that he is 

irresistible and sparking his imagination about the two women, and the 

synthesis of Sir John Falstaff’s evolution would be the desire to confirm his 

swaggering renown in front of Mistress Quickly and uncovering as many 

details about Mistress Ford and Page.  

SCENE 3 ACT III 

After getting familiar with the method to encipher a scene from the 

second act, now we channel our attention in the third act to uncover the idea 

of farce; a scene that has a pedagogical objective to enhance the student’s 

extroversive capacity, his courage to manifest himself with all the freedom 

imagination grants him. 

The first fragment of the scene is very short and we call it, simply, 

THE PLAN:  

Mistress Ford – “Go to, then: we’ll use this unwholesome humidity” 

(humidity, refers to the fact that Falstaff is fat and sweaty) “this gross watery 

pumpion” (brine, pickled) “we’ll teach him to know turtles from jays.” (clear 

reference to the fact that the two wives are virtuous women). 

In order to experiment more the two-character scene, I have excluded 

Robin’s entry that announces the arrival of Mistress Page, in order not to see 

what is going on between Mistress Ford and Falstaff. Mistress Page will 

listen to the door and make her apparition at an audio signal (as an example: 

when Mistress Ford will cough three times). This audio signal will be 

determined, at sight, in the first fragment.  

The second fragment starts with Falstaff’s apparition at the time 

scheduled, ten o’clock. We will call it THE COURT, because Falstaff will 
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lead the scene, he will court Mistress Ford terribly and try to take advantage 

as much as possible of the hour he has to do so.  

Falstaff – “Have I caught thee, my heavenly jewel? Why, now let me die, for 

I have lived long enough: this is the period of my ambition: O this blessed 

hour!” (through cunning words, he is trying to receive confirmation he can 

come closer). 

Mistress Ford – “O sweet Sir John!” (feeling confirmation and 

encouragement) 

Falstaff – “Mistress Ford, I cannot cog, I cannot prate, Mistress Ford. Now 

shall I sin in my wish: I would thy husband were dead: I’ll speak it before the 

best lord; I would make thee my lady.” (getting close to her, he lets her 

believe that he is no adventurer that only uses beautiful words to seduce, but 

his intentions are serious. Humble, yet honest). 

Mistress Ford – “I your lady, Sir John! alas, I should be a pitiful lady!” 

(plays an intelligent part stating that she does not hope for more than an 

adventure, given the high social gap between them.) 

Falstaff – “Let the court of France show me such another. I see how thine 

eye would emulate the diamond: thou hast the right arched beauty of the 

brow that becomes the ship-tire, the tire-valiant, or any tire of Venetian 

admittance.” (Falstaff does not understand the agile part of Mistress Ford, 

that “I should be a pitiful lady”, to determine him to get excited and bring 

new love evidence. The details about the eyebrows, hair and hat clearly show 

that Falstaff is very close to his partner and is acting upon her). 

Mistress Ford – “A plain kerchief, Sir John: my brows become nothing else; 

nor that well neither.” (the same game of the fact that she is only a simple 

woman in love. This is very important, in the work, that Falstaff does not 

feel for a second he is rejected, and Mistress Ford’s shirks have to be agile 

and to seem to originate from the always alluring flirt.) 
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Falstaff – “By the Lord, thou art a traitor to say so: thou wouldst make an 

absolute courtier; and the firm fixture of thy foot would give an excellent 

motion to thy gait in a semi-circled farthingale. I see what thou wert, if 

Fortune thy foe were not, Nature thy friend. Come, thou canst not hide it.” 

(Falstaff, increasingly excited, lowers his head between the hips and legs and 

invoking the woman’s unhappiness, but also her beauty, tries to undress her. 

For the less familiar, the crinoline is a wide long skirt, shaped like a bell, 

sustained by steel arches, in fashion at that time.) 

Mistress Ford – “Believe me, there is no such thing in me.” 

Falstaff – “What made me love thee? let that persuade thee there’s something 

extraordinary in thee. Come, I cannot cog and say thou art this and that, like 

a many of these lisping hawthorn-buds, that come like women in men’s 

apparel, and smell like Bucklersbury in simple time; I cannot: but I love thee; 

none but thee; and thou deservest it.” (Falstaff’s excitement level increases 

and he wants to talk less and do more. In order to slightly calm him down, 

but also to challenge him to loosen his words, Mistress Ford brings Mistress 

Page in the discussion.)   

Mistress Ford – “Do not betray me, sir. I fear you love Mistress Page.” (this 

line has to contain all the well-known senses of a jealous woman, that is 

waiting for confirmation that she alone is the chosen one. And Falstaff takes 

the bait). 

Falstaff – “Thou mightst as well say I love to walk by the Counter-gate, 

which is as hateful to me as the reek of a lime-kiln.” (Brought into the 

situation to not be able to control the suitor, coughs three times, the signal 

established and the desperate knocks on the doors or Mistress Page are 

heard). 

Here is where the second fragment of the scene ends, Mistress Page’s 

lines being the debut of the third fragment we have called COWARDNESS.  
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Mistress Page – “Mistress Ford, Mistress Ford!” (from the outside knocks on 

the door). 

Mistress Ford – “Well, heaven knows how I love you; and you shall one day 

find it.” 

Falstaff – “Keep in that mind; I’ll deserve it. She shall not see me: I will 

ensconce me behind the arras.” 

Here is how all the courage, love and marriage declarations disappear 

like a smoke at the very first outside signs that might uncover his presence. 

He turns out to be a coward who only cares about not complicating his life. 

Revenge will be adequate because the fourth fragment, THE SHOW, is 

about to begin. 

Mistress Ford (opening) – “What’s the matter? how now!” 

Mistress Page (storming in) – “O Mistress Ford, what have you done? 

You’re shamed, you’re overthrown, you’re undone for ever!” 

Mistress Ford – “What’s the matter, good Mistress Page?” 

Mistress Page – “O well-a-day, Mistress Ford! having an honest man to your 

husband, to give him such cause of suspicion!” 

Mistress Ford – “What cause of suspicion?” 

Mistress Page – “What cause of suspicion! Out pon you! How am I mistook 

in you!” 

Mistress Ford – “Why, alas, what’s the matter?” (For the overturn of the 

scene between the two women to be seen and heard by Falstaff, Mistress 

Ford plays the part of the misunderstanding, at the beginning; answers 

surprised to her friend’s accusations; obviously everything is heard by 

Falstaff, the intentions of the two women clearly being to scare him to 

death).” 

Mistress Ford – “’Tis not so, I hope.” 



105 

 

Mistress Page – “Pray heaven it be not so, that you have such a man here! 

but ‘tis most certain your husband’s coming, with half Windsor at his heels, 

to search for such a one. I come before to tell you. If you know yourself 

clear, why, I am glad of it; but if you have a friend here convey, convey him 

out. Be not amazed; call all your senses to you; defend your reputation, or 

bid farewell to your good life for ever.” (Until here the scene has the gift to 

worry Mistress Ford and implicitly Falstaff, the hyperbolic character of force 

entanglements that are heading towards Ford’s house with the goal to create 

panic; Mistress Ford is on the verge of fainting and strong audio actions are 

required from the two women who are experimenting the roles, to betray 

concern)  

Mistress Ford – “What shall I do?” (the last moment before the overturn of 

the scene and acknowledging the presence of the knight in the house; from 

this moment the despair of the two women starts and the madness of the 

manifestations can reach paroxysmal quotas) “There is a gentleman my dear 

friend; and I fear not mine own shame so much as his peril: I had rather than 

a thousand pound (old currency) he were out of the house.” 

Mistress Page – “For shame! never stand «you had rather» and «you had 

rather»: your husband’s here at hand, bethink you of some conveyance: in 

the house you cannot hide him. O, how have you deceived me! Look, here is 

a basket: if he be of any reasonable stature, he may creep in here; and throw 

foul linen upon him, as if it were going to bucking: or -- it is whiting-time --

send him by your two men to Datchet-mead.” (The show the two women 

offered and offering a rescue solution for Sir John Falstaff determines the 

latter to leave his hiding spot, horrified, and cure face to light with the hope 

to fit into the basket and save his skin. Starting with the next lines we assist 

fragment fours, PANIC.) 
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Falstaff – “Let me see’t, let me see’t, O, let me see’t! I’ll in, I’ll in. Follow 

your friend’s counsel. I’ll in.” 

Mistress Page – “What, Sir John Falstaff! Are these your letters, knight?” 

Falstaff – “I love thee. Help me away. Let me creep in here.” 

In this fragment Falstaff has some explaining to do to Mistress Page, 

whom he has also swore love; only... he must fight to save himself at any 

cost.  

We end here the evolution of this scene, admirable for the offering 

circumstances of the actor’s art. The courage of the manifestations, the 

freedom of expression, the prank organized by the two wives for the knight 

that is laying behind the curtains, offers the students who experiment the 

opportunity to discover interior strings that lead to an explosion of fantasy 

and temper. The voice, body and mind work together on this part by putting 

each to good use and developing their plans to manifest the scenic process.   

SCENE 2 ACT IV 

Very good to train the means is also the second scene from the fourth 

act, similar as a situation to the scene we previously analysed.  

After he has been fooled the first time, to end up in the dirty laundry 

basket, by the river, Falstaff is fooled again and lured to Mistress Ford’s 

house.  

This time, the first fragment is sitting under the sign of Falstaff’s 

circumspection and we will call it PRECAUTION.  

Falstaff – “Mistress Ford, your sorrow hath eaten up my sufferance. I see 

you are obsequious in your love, and I profess requital to a hair’s breadth; 

not only, Mistress Ford, in the simple office of love, but in all the 

accoutrement, complement and ceremony of it. But are you sure of your 

husband now?” (we observe from the description the humble attitude of 
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Mistress Ford, who is greeting Falstaff with the regret of the unpleasant 

experience he has had to go through; she shows herself available and ready 

to make it up to the knight) 

Mistress Ford – “He’s a-birding, sweet Sir John.” (a line that makes Falstaff 

understand that the husband is away and they have a clear path to go crazy) 

The swift apparition of Mistress Page throws us in the second 

fragment, which we will call, like the previous scene, THE SHOW.  

Mistress Page – “What, ho, gossip Ford!” 

Mistress Ford – “Step into the chamber, Sir John.” 

Mistress Page (entering) – “How now, sweetheart! Who’s at home besides 

yourself?” 

Mistress Ford – “Why, none but mine own people.” 

Mistress Page – “Indeed!” 

Mistress Ford – “No, certainly.” 

Mistress Page – “Truly, I am so glad you have nobody here.” 

Mistress Ford – “Why?” 

Mistress Page – “Why, woman, your husband is in his old lunes again: 

(mumbles, grunts) he so takes on yonder with my husband; so rails against 

all married mankind; so curses all Eve’s daughters, of what complexion 

soever; and so buffets himself on the forehead, crying, «Peer out, peer out!» 

that any madness I ever yet beheld seemed but tameness, civility and 

patience, to this his distemper he is in now: I am glad the fat knight is not 

here.” (outlines the proportion of Ford’s fury who groups all women 

together, regardless of skin colour and his desire to get rid of the dark 

thoughts that have defeated him.) 

Mistress Ford – “Why, does he talk of him?” 

Mistress Page – “Of none but him; and swears he was carried out, the last 

time he searched for him, in a basket; protests to my husband he is now here, 
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and hath drawn him and the rest of their company from their sport, to make 

another experiment of his suspicion: but I am glad the knight is not here; 

now he shall see his own foolery.” 

Mistress Ford – “How near is he, Mistress Page? 

Mistress Page – “Hard by; at street end; he will be here anon.” 

Mistress Ford – “I am undone! The knight is here.” 

Mistress Page – “Why then you are utterly shamed, and he’s but a dead man. 

What a woman are you! - Away with him, away with him! better shame than 

murder.” 

Mistress Ford – “Which way should be go? how should I bestow him? Shall 

I put him into the basket again?” 

This would be the second fragment, that unlike its correspondent 

from the previously analysed scene, has the purpose to be less terrible for 

Falstaff, who feels his life is put in danger and comes out begging for help. 

We enter the third fragment, PANIC.  

Falstaff – “No, I’ll come no more i’ the basket. May I not go out ere he 

come?” 

Mistress Page – “Alas, three of Master Ford’s brothers watch the door with 

pistols, that none shall issue out; otherwise you might slip away ere he came. 

But what make you here?” 

Falstaff – “What shall I do? I’ll creep up into the chimney.” 

Mistress Ford – “There they always use to discharge their birding-pieces. 

Creep into the kiln-hole.” 

Falstaff – “Where is it?” 

Mistress Ford – “He will seek there, on my word. Neither press, coffer, 

chest, trunk, well, vault, but he hath an abstract for the remembrance of such 

places, and goes to them by his note: there is no hiding you in the house.” 

(all the actions of women converge towards the initial plan to dress him in 
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old lady Brentford’s clothes, the aunt of the servant, who Ford can’t stand, 

hoping that under the nervous outbreak, Ford will also give him a good 

beating). 

Falstaff – “I’ll go out then.” 

Mistress Page – “If you go out in your own semblance, you die, Sir John. 

Unless you go out disguised?” 

Mistress Ford – “How might we disguise him?” 

Mistress Page – “Alas the day, I know not! There is no woman’s gown big 

enough for him otherwise he might put on a hat, a muffler and a kerchief, 

and so escape.” 

Falstaff – “Good hearts, devise something: any extremity rather than a 

mischief.” 

Mistress Ford – “My maid’s aunt, the fat woman of Brentford, has a gown 

above.” 

Mistress Page – “On my word, it will serve him; she’s as big as he is: and 

there’s her thrummed hat and her muffler too. Run up, Sir John.” 

The scene stops here.  

As a result, we have tried to split the text and break it to pieces. Now 

is the moment for a final recap and a synthesis of the things uncovered and 

possible in the experimental class work, through the personal subject.  

 

D.    RECAP 

 

SCENE I – fragment I – SEDUCTION, fragment II – INTRIGUE, 

fragment III – BOILING, fragment IV – GOOD NEWS 

SEDUCTION – Author’s subject – Falstaff meets face Mistress 

Quickly. The personal subject of Mistress Quickly – to flirt with Falstaff.  
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The personal process of Falstaff – to accept Mistress Quickly’s game 

because he likes women.   

INTRIGUE – Author’s subject – Quickly mentions Mistress Ford’s 

name. Her personal subject - to find the best moment to stop flirting, out of 

respect for Mistress Ford’s love for Falstaff. Falstaff’s personal subject - to 

find out details about Mistress Ford.  

BOILING – Author’s subject – The story of Mistress Ford. Mistress 

Quickly’s subject – to amplify Falstaff’s enticing qualities, by painting 

Mistress Ford a portrait of unapproachable. Falstaff’s subject –  to put an end 

to Mistress Quickly’s swarm of details and epithets in order to quicker find 

out what the answer to the letter is.  

GOOD NEWS – Author’s subject – Falstaff receives confirmation 

that the two wives love him. Mistress Quickly’s subject – to make Falstaff 

believe that he is unearthly and enchanted, because a mortal would not have 

managed to steal the hearts of these virtuous married women. Falstaff’s 

subject –  after finding out the news he wants to get rid as fast as he can of 

Quickly in order to enjoy his victory in peace.  

SECOND SCENE – fragment I – THE PLAN, fragment II– THE 

COURTSHIP, fragment III – COWARDNESS, fragment IV – THE SHOW, 

fragment V – THE PANIC. 

THE PLAN – Author’s subject – The two women create the 

circumstances for the scene to take place. Their subject is – we want 

revenge.  

THE COURTSHIP – Author’s subject – Falstaff comes to Mistress 

Ford, at her house/ His subject is - I want to take advantage to the highest 

extent of this hour of her time. Her subject is to reveal her availability.  
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COWARDNESS – although he did tell her he would marry her, at the 

first noise signal, he goes into hiding. Falstaff’s subject is to hide himself as 

soon as possible and Mistress Ford pleases him.  

THE SHOW – Author’s subject – the two women draw a story. Their 

subject is to bring scare Fallstaff to death, who is hiding behind the drapes. 

Falstaff- he wants to make sure he is not missing any word from the story of 

the ladies.  

PANIC – Author’s subject – Falstaff comes out from behind the 

curtain. His subject is to hide in the basket as quickly as possible, and the 

women’s subject is to cover him and send him to the river, as soon as 

possible.  

SCENE THREE – fragment I – PRECAUTION, fragment II – THE 

SHOW, fragment III – PANIC. 

PRECAUTION – Author’s subject – Falstaff arrives at Mistress 

Ford’s house again. His subject is to make sure nobody else is home. 

Mistress Ford’s subject is to calm him down and challenge him.  

THE SHOW – Author’s subject – The two wives tell another story, 

much scarier. Their subject is to scare Falstaff to death, and Falstaff’s subject 

to ease-drop at the neighbouring room to find out what might happen to him.  

PANIC – Author’s subject – Falstaff comes out of the room he was 

hiding in and begs for help. The subject of the two women is to humiliate the 

knight, and Falstaff’s subject is to save himself.  

These scenes are only a part of the material that can be approached at 

the beginning of the second year, when we are busy studying the comic 

situations and developing our acting, becoming, and means. This work stage, 

fundamental, beings into discussion a very important theme: THE 

COURAGE TO MANIFEST YOURSELF, without any censorship, with 

complete imagination freedom and uncovering of personal solutions to all 
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the problems that occur in the work, monitoring the activation of the 

vulnerability potential of each by finding their own subjects.  

I conclude by reminiscing a declaration of the famous actor and 

director Woody Allen, who mentioned that talent is, before all, COURAGE. 

We can complete by saying that in the learning - teaching process of the 

actor’s art, using the study of the Shakespearian texts because they have the 

power to fuel the student with THE COURAGE OF THE ACTION.  
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Shakespeare in Today’s Training of the 

Student-Actor 
 

 

 

“Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 

you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth it, 

as many of your players do, I had as lief the 

town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air 

too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently; 

for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, 

the whirlwind of passion, you must acquire and beget 

a temperance that may give it smoothness. O, it 

offends me to the soul to hear a robustious 

periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to 

very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who 

for the most part are capable of nothing but 

inexplicable dumbshows and noise: I would have such 

a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant; it 

out-herods Herod: pray you, avoid it. 

Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion 

be your tutor: suit the action to the word, the 

word to the action; with this special o’erstep not 

the modesty of nature: for any thing so overdone is 
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from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the 

first and now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the 

mirror up to nature; to show virtue her own feature, 

scorn her own image, and the very age and body of 

the time his form and pressure. Now this overdone, 

or come tardy off, though it make the unskilful 

laugh, cannot but make the judicious grieve; the 

censure of the which one must in your allowance 

o’erweigh a whole theatre of others. O, there be 

players that I have seen play, and heard others 

praise, and that highly, not to speak it profanely, 

that, neither having the accent of Christians nor 

the gait of Christian, pagan, nor man, have so 

strutted and bellowed that I have thought some of 

nature’s journeymen had made men and not made them 

well, they imitated humanity so abominably.  

O, reform it altogether. And let those that play 

your clowns speak no more than is set down for them; 

for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to 

set on some quantity of barren spectators to laugh 

too; though, in the mean time, some necessary 

question of the play be then to be considered: 

that’s villanous, and shows a most pitiful ambition 

in the fool that uses it. Go, make you ready.”44 

Hamlet’s urge to the actors – in scene 2, Act III, of the homonymous 

work – is more than an acting lesson sent over generations by Shakespeare. 

                                                           
44 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince Of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1048. 
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Let us analyse it as an acting lesson first. 

Be it applied in the training and development of an actor in 

prestigious schools, be it abided by and applied in theatres or theatrical 

groups and associations, this lesson – hereby conveyed to the Victorian era 

actor – is equally actual in the 21st century. Hamlet’s words encapsulate the 

experience and expertise of the ACTOR Shakespeare. He knew the actor’s 

working process from within and this position has a special importance 

among the theatre experts who followed the Bard of Avon, thus contributing 

to the further development of the acting and theatrical art. The invitation to 

natural speech on stage – “Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 

you, trippingly on the tongue” – which abides by the logic and dramatic 

intentions, leading towards an authentic play – “Nor do not saw the air too 

much with your hand, thus, but use all gently […] suit the action to the word, 

the word to the action” – is known by any actor. 

Shakespeare also makes a chronicle of the Elizabethan shows, 

highlighting the specific trends and signalling the traps in which – even 

voluptuously – some actors fall, when “they imitated humanity so 

abominably”, thus showing his disapproval of the way in which the audience 

(be it professional or common) comments upon the acting performances 

belonging to “a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to 

very rags”. 

The neuralgic points hereby indicated by Shakespeare are also seen 

on some of today’s stages. Shakespeare’s position of an acting trainer - 

position specifically expressed by Molière, Goldoni and Brecht in their 

works – is the theatre specialist’s position, of a vigilant Renaissance man, 

defending and preaching true values, common sense, beauty, aesthetics, 

humanity. 
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In the universal literature, Shakespeare in considered to be one of the 

great classics of the genre. Most of his works remind of the realistic 

principles fervently announced first by Jules Husson Champfleury, at the 

middle of the 19th century. Although the realistic movement was not 

conceptually formulated in the Renaissance, its principles are contained by 

the Shakespearian works.  

Both Goldoni and Moliere, as well as Diderot and Lessing have 

continued in their works – both theatrical and theoretical – this 

Shakespeare’s acting lesson. Over another three centuries, Stanislavski 

thoroughly develops the actor’s working system with himself: “The Actor’s 

Work with Himself”, also known as the actor’s ABC – is a valuable book for 

all the actors and acting specialists. And everything Stanislavski has 

developed and laid down on paper – his own system – was born from his 

own experience, from working with the actors at the Theatre of Art. Thus, 

the ACTING experience was once more vital to the creation of theory. Other 

directions of approaching acting followed, some continuing the view opened 

by Stanislavski, others developing opposed perspectives. Stanislavski’s 

teaching personality and work were a major inspiration for numerous theatre 

specialists of the 20th century: Vakhtangov, Tairov, Meyerhold, Artaud and 

the avant-garde artists from the beginning of the last century, then 

Grotowski, Barba, Brecht, Living Theatre, Open Theatre, Strasberg, Adler, 

Meisner, Kantor, the Bauhaus supporters and the Happening artists all owe 

to Stanislavski their inspiration and the given possibility to explore new 

directions in acting and theatrical art. Similarly, through his work, 

Shakespeare inspired many artists, theatre specialists and scientists of 

different eras – if we simply mention Freud’s and Jung’s analyses made to 

the Shakespearian characters – principally to Hamlet – thus contributing to 

the evolution of art and humanity. 
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An actor in an era when the Londoners world did not shy away from 

vividly expressing themselves directly, with no censorship in a show which 

took life on the boards of The Globe Theatre, William Shakespeare tried part 

of his creations on the public. Once, “shot” to the public, some scenes or 

replies were modified until they reached their best form. The public of his 

works was like a tuning fork. We can only conclude that Shakespeare, 

similarly to Hamlet, respected his own urges and did not go too far away 

from the meaning of his works in order to satisfy his audience. If what we 

are left with today are really texts written by Shakespeare or memoires 

coming from the actors from The Globe who played what Shakespeare 

wrote, these are possibilities which appear analysed and described in 

different works of the Shakespearologists of that time. Certainly, after The 

Globe burnt, most of Shakespeare’s manuscripts were lost. After his death, 

the actors wrote part of the Great Will’s works from their memory, these 

being published some time later. 

To control and satisfy a free audience, these were challenges, but also 

opportunities for the actors and dramatists of the Victorian Era. In the stage-

to-hall relationship, expectations haven’t changed so far. Even today the 

public comes to the theatre to be amazed and amused and has an expectation 

to leave in a different mood. This mood difference is given by the quality of 

the performance which is discovered in the show onstage. 

Today’s world show is different, the protagonists are different, but 

the rules of the game have remained the same. “All the world’s a stage, and 

all the men and women merely players”45. 

Today the Queen no longer decapitates in public her possible rivals, 

while the streets of London no longer smell of blood and sickness. The old 

pandemics were isolated, while their place has been taken by new ones. 

                                                           
45 William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7, op. cit., p. 266. 
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Today, the dramatists are not necessarily the directors of the show, 

while the show delineates from the written play, because for more than a 

century the director has been a presence per se and has had a well-recognized 

and defined function in the development of the theatrical performance. At the 

beginning of the 20th century, the cinematographic art starts developing. Due 

to it, the theatre performance takes one step further in redefining itself and 

shaping the typically dramatic means. Today we are easily taken from 2D to 

3, 4 or 5D. These are realities which the 21st century viewer discovers and 

experiments for a lower or higher fare in the modern cinema halls or on the 

display of their latest generation phones and gadgets. 

The 19th and especially the 20th century bring great technological, 

medical and scientific discoveries. These improve the quality of life, prolong 

it but also dramatically shorten it for its traumatized survivors – the 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs being a strong signal that our world can 

easily come to an end of the people leading it do not respect the laws of the 

nature in which we were born and which we will come back to. The mission 

of the theatre to mirror the world is the same today. 

If the 20th century is an era of speed, of conquering the visible and 

invisible space, the 21st century further enhances the shortening of distances, 

thus satisfying the modern human’s necessity to move quickly from one 

place to another, to instantly convey information from one end of the world 

to another, as far as technology allows it. Though we are armed with 

technology that can ease our work and make us spend time more efficiently, 

the results are not necessarily better, we don’t have more free time, while the 

communication with our fellows has not become more efficient. Fast 

computers which now interfere between humans makes them come closer 

but also creates distance between them or, even more tragically, between an 

individual and himself. 
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From this perspective, the theatre has not lost its audience. No matter 

how far technology and science have come, the performing art unfolds in its 

own time and that is the present. The theatre show takes place here and now, 

in the eyes of the audience and benefits from the actor’s live presence. He 

breathes the same air, at the same time with the audience, and what happens 

between them, that unique stage-to-hall communication, may have changed 

its shape, but never changed its substance. Similar to the theatrical show, the 

acting class happens here and now, in the present time and benefits from the 

actor’s presence and personality. The difference between the art of the actor 

and the art of the theatrical performance is excellently formulated by 

professor and director Ion Cojar, one of the most prominent pedagogues of 

the Romanian acting school from the 20th century, specifically of the 

National University of Theatrical and Cinematographic Art in Bucharest: 

“Theatre belongs to the philosophy of the object. It does not create 

compunction from methodological reasons, from the overlaying or even 

sacrificing the individual who serves the object in order to reach the general 

goal – The Show. The discipline of the art of the actor as a study subject 

within the acting school, through the very fundamental meaning of the 

propaedeutic, training act, belongs to the philosophy of the method”46. 

Shakespeare is the dramatist who covered in his work – which 

contains (according to the Shakespearologists) 38 theatre plays, divided into 

tragedies, comedies and historical dramas, without counting his sonnets – 

most human characters and approached all significant philosophical themes 

of the humanity. This is what propels him in the arena of The Eternals. His 

work developed and influenced dramaturgy, performing arts and, later, 

universal cinematography, along with the pedagogy of the art of the actor, 

                                                           
46 Ion Cojar, O poetică a artei actorului, Paideia, Bucharest, 1999, p. 87. 
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while his characters influenced the development of psychology and 

psychoanalysis.   

Considering all these as assumptions for our work, we are interested 

in describing, developing and expressing our own pedagogical route now, in 

the 21st century, with an intention to demonstrate that the study of 

Shakespeare is essential in every professional actor’s training. Furthermore, 

the work asserts that Shakespeare can be studied at any stage of the student-

actor’s training. 

The Study of Shakespeare – a Touchstone in Every Actor’s 

Training and Development 

There is this professional opinion which circulates in the artistic and 

university media: “If you can play Shakespeare, you can play anything!”. 

The theatre professionals especially acknowledge and respect two great 

authors: Shakespeare and Chekhov. For the entrance exam to the most 

prestigious theatre schools in the UK and the USA, a monologue by 

Shakespeare is mandatory or preferable. Similarly, a monologue by Chekhov 

is mandatory or preferable. The staging of these two great authors is 

considered to be a performance and an experience of immense sensibility. 

Accordingly, the study of the two authors, along other authors and programs 

from the curricula of the prestigious schools in the UK and USA is 

mandatory and guarantee a professional level of training. 

We need to stress the fact that the Romanian acting school has a 

tradition in the study of Chekhov, Shakespeare and Caragiale as compulsory 

bridges and stages in the training of the student–actor, usually in this order. 

The Romanian actors resonate with Chekhov differently, sometimes 

extremely differently from the American or other European actors. It was 

noted in different chronicles from different periods that the Romanian and 
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Polish actors are the ones coming the closest to the understanding and 

sensibility of the Russian world exposed in Chekhov’s plays. 

Be it the study – as a stage in the training process of the actor – of 

texts by Shakespeare, Chekhov or local authors (Caragiale in the case of the 

Romanians), or of texts by the furious English, French dramatists, German or 

American writers, the theatre schools all function depending on: 

• specificity – the culture anthropology is the necessary instrument 

here: thus, each peoples’ sensibility and psychology is respected and 

activated, the geography and history of the place having a great mark 

on its representatives; 

• tradition – the theoretical directions and particularities of each theatre 

school, within the specific geographical space; 

• individual particularities of the people involved in the process of 

studying the acting discipline. 

We will not insist on the exemplification of the specificity – a main 

component of the functioning of any school in world (specifically an acting 

school), as this subject alone can easily create a premise for a whole research 

per se. But we must seize and acknowledge its function and impact on 

individualities. I will present a happening storied by the actress Ana Pasti – 

whom I will mention later – then an MFA student at the University of 

California, at the acting class. She was studying Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard. 

She was the only European student in that acting class, the rest being 

student-actors of American origin. The Cherry Orchard – the symbol of a 

world which was about to fade, being replaced by a new one, in the natural 

evolution of Russia’s history at the beginning of the 20th century, was a real 

challenge for the American students. When the dramatic text analysis was 

made, they all rightfully asked: “Why don’t they sell the orchard? If they sell 

the orchard, everything is solved”. The American society, an efficient 
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society, the members of which enjoy the freedoms gained the same way with 

blood by their ancestors – a new world with a young history had in its 

representatives, hereby presented, the obvious example of spirituality and the 

easiness with which these people can find solutions to the issues that appear.   

We will further insist on the other two components, which 

interconnect and generate important conclusions regarding the 

aforementioned subject: the study of Shakespeare in the training of today’s 

student-actor. 

Tradition in the Study of the Art of the Actor 

Tradition is very important for every prestigious acting school in the 

world. Tradition confers a certain weigh and respect to the school, it defines 

itself around one or more methods which gave its direction; behind the 

method there is always the personality who created it, by defining the basic 

principles followed in the actor’s training, while its product – the 

professionalized actor – becomes that acting school’s mark. 

The “I. L. Caragiale” National University of Theatrical and 

Cinematographic Art (in Romanian, Universitatea Națională de Artă 

Teatrală și Cinematografică - UNATC) in Bucharest is a school with great 

tradition and the most important acting school in Romania. Here most of the 

Romanian actors became professionals in the second half of the last century. 

At the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st century some superior, 

mostly public, acting schools have emerged, so that nowadays there are nine 

superior acting schools, within the following education institutions: the 

University of Art of Târgu-Mureș, the “G. Enescu” University of Art from 

Iași, the Babeș-Bolyai University from Cluj-Napoca, the University from 

Craiova, the “Lucian Blaga” University from Sibiu, the “Ovidius” University 

from Constanța, the “Dunărea de Jos” University from Galați, the “Spiru 
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Haret” University and the Hyperion University – both private universities in 

Bucharest. 

Coming back to UNATC, its acting school tradition is based on 

Stanislavski’s method. In the PhD thesis Actorul român în evoluția 

spectacologiei ultimelor decenii ale secolului XX, I developed a specific 

chapter entitled: “The Romanian Acting School”, in which I analyse 

UNATC’s mission, specificity and tradition47. 

An essentialized presentation of the acting school – in which I have 

been activating as a pedagogue teaching the art of the actor – is necessary for 

the development of the present work, as it would help us argument our belief 

that the study of Shakespeare is efficient and necessary at any stage of the 

actor’s training – bachelor or master degree – in a superior theatre school. 

In order to confer more depth to our presentation, we have chosen to 

introduce three major personalities from this school, the way they have been 

described in the PhD thesis – professor Ion Cojar – an emblematic figure for 

the Romanian acting school, professor Adriana Popovici, PhD – an 

exceptional pedagogue and my coordinating professor during my acting 

studies – and professor Florin Zamfirescu PhD – the professor in whose team 

I have trained as a pedagogue:  

“At the head of the professors teaching the art of the actor in the 

second half of the 20th century, especially in the last two decades, is the 

pedagogue-director Ion Cojar. 

He overtook the principles of the System, developing a working 

method with the student-actors. His method – the Cojar method for the 

                                                           
47 “The constant preoccupation of the professors from this school was the training of an 

actor endowed with the necessary means and capacities to build roles in which he would 

function with his own being’s truths, to be capable – starting with Stanislavski’s system, to 

which the other work techniques and methods add: Brecht, Viola Spolin, Michael Checkhov, 

Meyerhold – to work the roles in which he has been distributed” in Actorul român în 

evoluția spectacologiei ultimelor decenii ale secolului XX, PhD Thesis, UNATC library, p. 

139. 
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academic theatrical world in Bucharest – is enounced in the volume O 

poetică a artei actorului. Ion Cojar hereby highlights a credo of the 

pedagogue Cojar: the art of the actor is not the art of the theatre, the theatre 

proving itself to be an enemy for the art of the actor. The practice of the art 

of the actor is not the same as practicing theatrical art. Cojar makes a clear 

distinction between the two specific objects: theatre and theatre school. The 

first concerns the philosophy of the object, while the second is the 

philosophy of the method. 

The experienced developed through a lifetime within the lecturing 

desk of the Art of the Actor at the UNATC, doubled by his experience as a 

director, to which we can also add the preoccupation for theorizing the 

aspects discovered in practice qualify professor Ion Cojar as the most 

important personality of the Romanian school of theatre, thus impregnating 

the preoccupation for working within the method while training the future 

professional actors. 

The Cojar method is based on two principles: 

1. The art of the actor is a logical specific mechanism («The art of the 

actor is a way of thinking» is the saying overtaken by our entire 

acting university community) and 

2. The art of the actor detects, develops and exploits the vulnerability 

potential of the student-actor. 

The best place to practice the principles of any method with the 

student-actor is the acting class. It requires a group of people who share the 

same preoccupations and overall the same professional ideals, functioning as 

a team which abides by the rules imposed by the school which welcomed 

them, as well as by the guidance of the professor-pedagogue who is their 

trainer and the “coach” of the team. Acting, by its nature, is a team subject, 

this fact being discovered by the student-actors from the first courses within 
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UNATC, or even earlier during the admission exams period, at the 

Workshop exam (introduced in the examination methodology at the UNATC 

in the 90’s) to examine, among others, the individual performance within a 

group. 

About the team in which the student-actors work, professor Cojar 

states the following: «The art of the actor class is an experimental workshop 

where we recover the five senses, all types of memory and imagination, as 

well as all the psychic activities part of effective  and not just symbolically 

superficial and mimicked processing of sensorial information obtained 

through the correct and honest approach of the static objects and dynamic 

live subjects, as well as events from the environment, in a permanent 

relationship with the objective and conventional situations dynamics and 

through the strict abidance by the themes and rules previously established, up 

to the acquisition of the specific mechanism of the actor’s creativity, which 

is to transform the convention (the proposed theme) into a psychic process-

objective reality which determines adequate behaviours in a natural, organic 

manner. 

In other words, it means research and practical experimentation, for 

the acquisition in the first stage of the specific mechanism, through which 

the transformation of fiction, convention into an objective, concrete 

psychological reality is completed. 

The practice themes, the role, are conventions, semiotic systems 

(texts) which are literally communicated, and for which the actor takes 

responsibility and, through substitutive imagination, he transforms them into 

material systems, in a dynamic, objective, concrete, sensible reality 

expressed through behaviour. This is, simply put, the first level of the stage 
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miracle, which constitutes the object of experimentation in the art of the 

actor workshop»48. 

Professor-actor Florin Zamfirescu is one of the main Romanian 

theatre personalities, who imposed himself as a professor at the Institute of 

Theatrical and Cinematographic Art (in Romanian, Institutul de Artă 

Teatrală și Cinematografică - IATC), and then as a Rector of the UNATC 

(2000-2008). He proposes in Actorie sau Magie, a book for actors, for acting 

aspirers and not only, a work in which he presents the stages necessary for 

the training of a complete actor. The chapters comprised in his book have 

suggestive titles in this regard: Passion, Truth, Imagination, Empathy, 

Culture, Observation Spirit, Concentration Power, Will, Your Body, Health, 

Voice, Charm, Self-Analysis, The Ear, The Eye, Working in a Group, 

Unconscious-subconscious-unconscious, I – as a membrane, Play, 

Improvisation, Memorizing, the Miraculous More, the Miraculous If, the 

Senses, the Stage Action etc. 

Florin Zamfirescu calls his students unborn actors. The schooling 

period is, for Florin Zamfirescu, a pregnancy period, a time when the 

student-actor is growing, is discovering himself, is acquiring the necessary 

minimum of resources in order to be prepared, once he graduates, for birth. 

For professor Zamfirescu, an actor is born on stage, among the theatre 

professionals (actors, director, scenographer, the entire theatre team). 

In his work with his students Professor Florin Zamfirescu leads the 

way from inside out, combining the outside in way in the approach of the 

character-role. The atmosphere created by professor Florin Zamfirescu 

within his acting workshop is one based on relaxed focus. His opinion is that 

the art of the actor is either a very easy or a very difficult process for the 

                                                           
48 Ion Cojar, op. cit., pp. 13-14. 
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student-actor: it is easy to understand if he understood the specific principles 

working by the method and difficult if he doesn’t apply them accordingly.  

About the student-actor relationship with the character-role, professor 

Florin Zamfirescu proposes the miraculous More. Through this concept, the 

professor invites the student-actor to treat the character-role as a being 

more… than himself: 

«The acting profession is made «more in public than any other 

profession» but, despite all this, the process is not seen. If I am myself, the 

character disappears, but if I’m not there, then something is wrong… What 

to do? The key resides in a miraculous word: More. Through this word I can 

create a border between myself and my character. We are not «somebody 

else» when we are in the role, but we are not ourselves either. Then? It all 

becomes simple and constructive if we consider our character «more» than 

ourselves: the character is smarter, uglier, happier, older, younger etc., but 

never different, or better said, only thus does it become different. Carefully 

introducing this sacrifice, we will keep being ourselves and still something 

will change dramatically – a special sparkle will appear»49. 

Another work stage regarding the actor-role relationship is, according 

to Florin Zamfirescu’s method, the one of discovering and activating the 

actor-human egos. Just as the art of the actor finds its roots in life, the actor 

inherits the dowry of his humanity. The man, in his everyday life, discovers 

himself in more functions or egos, for example: I am a parent, I am a teacher, 

I am a colleague, I am a boss, I am a friend, I am a counselor, all these 

coexisting in him simultaneously. These egos activate one by one, at certain 

moments, depending on the objective reality, while the other egos are sent to 

the background. This is professor Zamfirescu’s opinion on the existence and 

functionality of the human egos, these also being the actor’s egos. So, the 

                                                           
49 Zamfirescu Florin, Actorie și magie. Aripi pentru Ycar, Privirea, Bucharest, 2003, p. 109. 
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latter is only required to become aware of them and use them in the work for 

the role. 

«Acting is a way of thinking (he says, citing master Ion Cojar). 

Axiomatically, because life is a way of thinking… So we can say that the Art 

of the actor equals «learning to live». (Not few are in the world the 

universities where the Art of the Actor is a subject of study because, in fact, 

we all live under the sign of theatre, of image, either as its creators or 

viewers…). Any artistic act proposes a possible and (also) subjective point of 

view. I want to become an actor, meaning an interpreter, and for this I will 

need to learn subordination to those who, by using me, will build a new 

world!... I will have to make myself available… 

The art of the actor is one of the few magic tools available to the 

human being. At the same time, I underline that theatre is a relationship. 

Meaning that theatre is not what I do or what you do, it is what happens 

between us….  »50. 

I have chosen this fragment from Florin Zamfirescu’s book because it 

is one of the fragments in which the actor exposes his position on the art of 

the actor and the credo that the art of the actor is one of the few magic tools 

available to humans. Another reason is that it connects with a great 

professor-pedagogue of the second half of the 20th century’s acting school: 

Adriana Marina Popovici. Let us reproduce what she writes in her PhD thesis 

Lungul drum al teatrului către sine, about the place and specificity of the art 

of the actor in the world’s equation, as well as about the relationship between 

the actor and his art: «… whatever is connected with art and the human being 

can implicitly be seen from the actor’s position, while any link with the actor 

speaks, in fact, about the human. It sounds rather Dostoievskian, it is true (as 

Kirilov says in The Demons: «I don’t know how the others can also think of 

                                                           
50 Idem, pp. 49-50.   
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something else: I can only day and night think of one and the same thing»), 

but this is the truth. The border between the art of the actor and the art of 

existence is uncertain enough and it’s not surprising that the humanity has 

always come to a point when it has to point a finger to the actor in order to 

recognize him… 

We are used to saying that the art of the actor is, if not a paradox 

itself, at least full of paradoxes. This is a lie and a prejudice. The art of the 

actor is logical, the actor’s existence is a paradox. The self-mirroring is a 

complex process, it is true, but it is absolutely logical – sometimes it can 

seem even closer to scientific exactness than the artistic ineffable. The object 

of reflection is the nature of the «mirror», but this is unveiled flashily, in 

paradoxical discontinuity»51. 

Adriana Marina Popovici’s method is a personal method in a sui 

generis interpretation of multiple influences: Stanislavski’s system (lectured 

according to different argument methods, from Lee Strasberg to Viola 

Spolin), the Cojar method and psychoanalysis (the practice of the dictée 

representing an actual work instrument in the class and in the creation of the 

actor). 

The practice of the dictée aims at creating and discovering the 

interior world of the character-role. The exercise can be done during the 

initial reading of the dramatic text (and also whenever necessary), in the 

following manner: the student-actor, while going from one reply to another, 

sometimes even from one word to another, interferes with his own replies or 

words. These can be written or said and are necessary to complete the inner 

world of the character-role and to facilitate access to the intimate universe of 

                                                           
51 Adriana Popovici, Lungul drum al teatrului către sine, Anima, Bucharest, 2000, p. 147. 
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the actor-human through the triggering of his own emotional baggage (or 

activating his vulnerability potential). 

Professor Adriana Marina Popovici has spoken about practicing the 

dictée, as well as about its utility in a course on the art of the actor in an 

interview given (in 2009) to Patricia Katon, a second year Master student at 

UNATC. This interview is part of the curricula proposed by Professor Radu 

Gabriel PhD to the Master students in the Pedagogy department. The 

material reveals the fact that the suggestion to practice the dictée while 

working with our students belongs to Mrs. Popovici. She also states that this 

idea of practicing the dictée appeared involuntarily during the early lectures 

of Freud. From the material recorded by Patricia Katona I have chosen to 

reproduce the following fragment, as it supports the argument why Professor 

Adriana Marina Popovici chose to apply the dictée in working with the 

student-actor. 

Accordingly, applying the dictée «came from the need to better 

understand the student and take him as an ally, more specifically to get to 

that kind of communication beyond appearance, beyond words. It also came 

from the need to make the student express himself firstly. The discussions, 

analogies, supporting points, affective memory, all that is comprised in a 

dictée can merge with the student’s human material. The practice of the 

dictée is an efficient manner to lead the student closer and closer to 

discovering the dimensions of the scenic universe and also the fact that we 

cannot work with a fixed target. The target is compulsorily mobile if the 

student, abiding by the theme and focus point, functions with all his being. 

Through the thorough application of the dictée, all these happened with no 

need for me, the teacher, to theorize. I had classes of students who could 

perfectly theorize, by doing their dictée, and analysing their work 

themselves. This brought them in the situation of only needing me as a 
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benchmark: I (the teacher) am there and they (the students) can confront me, 

if necessary, because most of times I have nothing to add. What is most 

important for me in working with the student-actor is not to make him do 

something, but to make him know what to do himself.  The least the student 

needs you, the better teacher you are”52. 

These personalities of the Romanian school formed me, inspired me 

and influenced my pedagogical path. Of course, they are not the only who 

left a mark on my expertise acquired in my 13 year experience in teaching 

the art of the actor. But they were essential meetings which brought me in 

today’s position of a researcher and practitioner of the art of the actor. 

In order to keep the balance of our research, I will now present the 

educational and professional experience of two actresses graduates of the 

UNATC – namely the products of our acting school – who continued the 

study of acting in the USA – Ana Pasti and in the UK – Ana Maria Bândean, 

selecting – from the interviews I took with them – the analysis made on the 

study of Shakespeare. The tradition of each school created the following 

study frame, the conclusions of which I will present in the next paragraphs. 

Ana Pasti is an actress graduate of UNATC, Dem Rădulescu, George 

Ivașcu class, with a Master degree taken in L.A., California. When she 

studied Shakespeare, she was very impressed to discover that her teacher – 

Charlotte Cornwell, a valuable British actress, was leading her studies of 

Shakespeare in a different manner from the one she was taught in Bucharest: 

“A.P.: George (Ivașcu) taught me how important the rhythm and the rhythm 

breaks are, especially in comedy. It was from him that I first heard of «the 

energy of state», in my second year at UNATC, while I was preparing the 

Shakespeare exam… and I didn’t understand a thing. What does this «energy 

                                                           
52 Dana Rotaru, op. cit., pp. 141-149. 
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of state» mean? Moreover, he was the only one to talk about this concept 

until meeting lyrical classical texts here at USC. 

D.R.: I would like us to detail the American experience with Shakespeare 

and «the energy of state». 

A.P.: At USC I studied Isabella from Measure for Measure with one of the 

greatest English actresses. Charlotte Cornwell (n.n. Charlotte Cornwell 

began her career as a member of the Royal Shakespeare, where she played 

for three years Shakespeare’s dramas and comedies directed by Trevor Nan, 

along with fellow actors like Ian McKellen and Hellen Mirren). From 

Charlotte I found out that the iambic pentameter reproduces the most known 

rhythm in the world – the heartbeat. I also found out that the difference 

between the even verses, of 10 syllables, and the odd verses of 11 syllables, 

often indicate a change of thought. Moreover, I learnt that the form of the 

text (verse or prose) characterizes the characters’ social status. 

Additionally, I participated in two Elizabethan theatre workshops 

organized by USC and lead by Rob Clare, considered one of the best 

Shakespearian pedagogues of our time. From him I leant about the «shade 

words», meaning the archaisms inaccessible to the modern public that the 

actor can make accessible if he plays the vocal resonance of their 

corresponding neologisms. I was also taught about the importance of the 

vowels, consonants and punctuation in Shakespeare’s work. The vowels 

raise positive emotions, while the consonants trigger the opposite. Many 

times, Shakespeare doubles the vowels or consonants in a word to highlight 

a particular emotional state. This is why a lecture of the text in English is 

recommendable, as well as working on the initial folios, as they keep the 

original punctuation. The modern editions redo the punctuation according to 

the actual grammar rules, thus omitting important indications for the actors. 

The punctuation indicated the breathing and thinking breaks. A new breath 
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is a new thought. A comma is a launching point for the next word, suggesting 

an accumulation of energy, and not a short break. The semicolon, for 

instance, introduces an emotional phrase, while the colon announces an 

intellectual phrase. The words which begin with a capital letter and which 

are usually placed in the beginning of the phrase are keywords, which lead 

the action further. 

In the first year, I did with Rob a representative exercise for what I 

mentioned earlier, applying on Hermione’s monologue from Winter Story. If 

you read the text cursively, from one full stop to the other, you will miss all 

the indications for the context in which the character lives. Hermione is 

brought to court from prison, in front of her own husband, king Leontes, 

immediately after she became a mother and is unrightfully accused of 

adultery by the king. Accordingly, she is physically exhausted. When she 

speaks, she makes pauses in the middle of the phrase, trying to regain her 

breath and words. This state of physical fragility is conveyed by the author 

through punctuation. To interpret the monologue fluently means to ignore 

the character’s data and not assimilate the circumstances in which the 

woman was.  

Then I had a collaboration with the L. A. Women Shakespeare 

Company in which I played Bianca from the Taming of the Shrew, directed 

by Lisa Wolpez, founder, excellent actress and Shakespearian director, who 

made the best Iago I have ever seen! 

As in the case of Isabella from Measure for Measure, the role per se 

was a contre-emploi for me. Moreover, I played for the first time in a 700 

seat hall a lyrical text in old English… which was new in fact! And I think I 

had the same issue more actors playing classical lyrical texts have. How to 

remain truthful in interpretation while having to project vocally and 

emotionally? The concept of «energy of state» played an important role here. 
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The Shakespearian text creates images, images that communicate ideas, 

often philosophical ideas, which, at their turn, communicate states, 

especially extraordinary states. And the passage from one state to the other 

is made rapidly, sometimes within the same verse. And this requires a great 

focus and mental mobility on the actor’s side. As opposed to Chekhov, where 

the emotional route is built horizontally, consequently, one state resulting 

from the other, at Shakespeare the emotional route is vertical, in syncope. 

Many words are onomatopoeia, and a Shakespearian actor needs to let those 

words resonate in himself, in order to create a complete experience in the 

viewer. The energy of state is the energy behind a word, the place where the 

spoken word meets time and catches it in its pure form”53. 

Ana Maria Bândean is my second interviewee. She is also a graduate 

of the Acting department in UNATC – she was my student- and graduated 

from the East 15 Acting School Master in the UK. All along her studies at 

East 15 we kept in touch, the interview I had with her representing the 

essence of her London experience. We discussed in detail about her 

experience at East 15. Here I only selected the analysis made by her on the 

study of Shakespeare in his homeland: 

“In the first year, I went to the Shakespeare Globe. Here we were 

introduced to Shakespeare: his era, his language, the iambic pentameter. 

And I discovered, by studying, that Shakespeare conceived everything 

mathematically! There is a formula based on which you can play 

Shakespeare. We read a lot of sonnets before studying Shakespeare’s 

theatre! We worked in parallel on the Grotowski and Laban techniques. 

Everything made sense as a whole and I realized I was so lucky I graduated 

from a serious school before the experience in the UK! When I entered the 

                                                           
53 Concept, vol. 7/nr. 2/December 2013: “To make it or not to make it, that is the drama... ” 

– interview with Ana Ularu, Ana Maria Bândean, Ana Pasti and Mihaela Bețiu, pp. 226-228. 
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UNATC, the idea of doing a second faculty marked me from the beginning. 

Here I realized that it was absolutely normal for somebody to take a master 

course after studying something different (in my case, in Romania, there 

were Cosmina Stratan, Anca Florescu and Delia Florea). 

So, I stayed one month at the Shakespeare Globe. Here I studied 

Elizabethan age voice, movement, dance, swords, the history of Shakespeare 

and the Shakespeare Globe. All these were foreseen in the curricula for this 

module. I learnt that, at Shakespeare, the emotion comes through movement. 

The module came to an end with a show – «I Am Hamlet» – which we played 

right on The Globe stage, this being a staging of the Old Will’s Hamlet. 

Trevor Rawlins coordinated this project and his proposal was to explore the 

actions behind Hamlet’s replies. So, we all took turns in impersonating 

Hamlet and started exploring the famous «to be or not to be…». This 

monologue reveals Hamlet’s position towards the world and life, he is the 

instrument with which the entire Shakespearian tragedy is judged”54. 

The experiences described by the two Ana’s made me realize that we 

analyse the Shakespearian text in the meanings indicated by the author’s 

grammar just as much as our materials allow it, while the deep knowledge of 

the English language is a plus for the research on the original work. If you 

know and can speak English, it is easier to get close to the original text. And 

when I say easier, I mean acquiring a study on the Shakespearian poetics and 

the decoding of the grammar left by him to the actors. It is known that 

Shakespeare invented words. The text in old English has the Shakespearian 

musicality and semantic logic. These aspects are special and they describe a 

different knowledge experience, when they are recited in the original 

language. Then, Shakespeare wrote both prose and verses. Of course, all 

                                                           
54 Idem, pp. 218-219. 
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these seem just like a story when we talk about the study of Shakespeare 

from the perspective of the Romanian theatre actor. If you are playing in 

English, there are specific requirements and tasks, which the Shakespearian 

English calls for. If you are playing in Romanian, the requirements change. It 

is one thing to work on the Shakespearian folios and a completely different 

experience is to work on the same text in different translations. Despite all 

these, Shakespeare is studied in Romania and everywhere else at a high 

level. The Romanian actor team who played in 1985 Alexandru Tocilescu’s 

Hamlet in London, at the Shakespeare Festival, raised up the audience, while 

important Shakespearologists marked the performance as being exceptional. 

These studies don’t do anything else but to potentiate, if still needed, the 

value of the Shakespearian work and the positive influence over the actor 

and his art.  

To conclude with, the place (country, city) where the ones creating 

the body of the school/theatre (students-professors) come from, the people 

(ancestors) they come from and the tradition of the school/theatre where the 

studying/practice is made are defining for the training of the student-actor, 

respectively for the development of a professional actor. We will analyse, as 

we have announced in the argument, the impact of Shakespeare’s work in the 

academic space. We thus reach the third specific component for the 

functioning of any acting school, and maybe its most important component: 

individual particularities of the people involved in the study of acting. 

These three components are interdependent, each contributing to the 

functioning in optimal parameters of the class where we teach the art of the 

actor. 

Individual Particularities of the Acting Class 

Theatre is an old art which has been following the human being since 

ancestral times until the present moment. We are now interested in a 
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periodization of theatre or the art of the actor as long as it serves the goals of 

the present work. We are rather interested in reaching to the study of the 

balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet, the way I apply it today during my 

acting classes at the UNATC. 

Acting is the art of the actor. Consequently, it is a unique art. Some 

call it art, some call it occupation, or craft, or job… However, we call it, the 

art/occupation/craft/job of the actor is learnt unrepeatably, uniquely, with 

each actor at once. It is learnt individually, even if it is produced collectively. 

The study of acting develops efficiently through the 

guiding/following/support of a pedagogue/coach/master. And the teacher 

guiding the actor does it, at his turn, in a unique, personal, individual way. 

There is responsibility for both sides. If any of the parties does not 

honor and respect its rules and roles, the act of studying the art of the actor is 

burdened, is delayed and can, in some extreme cases, even fail. 

The actor is an individuality in collectivity. The learning of acting is 

a particular experience, even if it is produced collectively and abides by the 

customs, rules and knowledge of the theoreticians-practitioners of the time. 

The pedagogue/coach/master is, also, an individuality in the collective class 

of acting. He develops and builds a language common for the entire acting 

class, but also individualized, for each personality. This is how an acting 

class works. This is how I think any class in any school should work. 

In any class from any primary, secondary or high school, people are 

trained. Those who work/study in an acting class are prepared for the actor 

occupation. What these classes have in common is working with the being. 

This is the most important thing. It is a great responsibility. “We work with 

people’s souls” – has recently told me Cristi Iacob, an actor at the Little 

Theatre in Bucharest in an interview – “and this is no little thing”. 

But let us return… 
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Acting is a unique, unrepeatable way of being on stage for the actor. 

The actor being a human being – he carries the attributes of his uniqueness 

and these reflect upon his art – the way he learns acting is connected with his 

personality. This is why there are so many approaches and methods of 

learning acting. Because there have been so many distinct personalities who 

have practiced this occupation and for whom acting proved to be an intimate 

and very personal way of being on stage in the artistic act. 

The two great directions/approaches in the study of the art of actor 

are the one belonging to Stanislavski (“from inside out”) and the one 

preached by Meyerhold (“from outside in”), directions which have generated 

valuable descendants through the practice and theory of the art of the actor. 

The development of these approaches has always started with the 

actor, from his need to use himself to express with high fidelity what the 

dramatist, director, choreographer and costume designer collectively 

propose. Until becoming an actor, there is a long way to follow (inside and 

outside), and the route is painstaking, sinuous, reach in experiences, diverse 

as intensity and development. 

When he begins the study of acting, the young man comes with his 

own emotional baggage, with his cultural and life experience. And his life 

does not resemble any of his colleagues’. How could it? We are all unique. 

We live and understand each experience in our own way: even if the 

majority have been to kindergarten, school, high-school; even if we have 

spent our childhood with our grandparents or just with our parents; even if 

we have lived through our parents’ divorce or losing one of them; even if 

some of us had a happy family; even if some of us have lived their first years 

in an orphanage… Regardless of the happenings and places we could find 

familiar, we are different in so many ways. For each human being life is a 

subjective reality, with unique dimensions, reverberations and tastes. 
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In the pedagogy of the art of the actor is necessary and mandatory to 

take into account the individual particularities. Accordingly, in the art of the 

actor class, the pedagogue discovers individualities and it is his duty to 

consider these and work individually, with each of the students, even if the 

work stages in learning the art of the actor are the same for all the members 

of the class. Not considering the particularities of each actor from the acting 

class means slowing down the teaching process or even interrupting it – most 

of the times in a brutal manner, because deep inside, each participant in the 

acting class is a being who defends, fears and closes. 

The value of the Shakespearian works is a fact: his drama is present 

in the repertoire choices of theatres around the world and developed in 

multiple performances (classical theatre, musical, dance theatre), in 

cinematographic productions and, as mentioned before, in the study of the art 

of the actor in art schools. 

Shakespeare has several levels of understanding; therefore, he can be 

studied/applied in the art of the actor on several stages. The curriculum 

follows the steps from the easy to the difficult, from simple to complex, 

going through the natural stages of initiation in the art of the actor. 

In our school’s tradition, the first year of studying the art of the actor 

starts with the re-actualization of the natural component of the human-actor 

through the responsibility of a stage situation, through the acting play 

(processuality).   

In her book, Curs de Arta Actorului. Improvizație, Lector PhD 

Bogdana Darie, formulates a structure (applied in our school in the first year 

of study), divided in two main chapters: “Development of specific aptitudes” 

and “Taking responsibility for the stage situation”. The specific aptitudes 

developed at the art of the actor are, according to the author:  
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1. The Game – here Lector PhD Bogdana Darie departs from the 

exemplification and analysis of the Childhood Games, to the Cultural 

Signification of the Games, up to the Game Principle in theatre. 

2. Reconsidering the natural component of the human-actor – here the main 

mandatory steps in the training of the actor are presented, in chapters such 

as: Observation, Attention, Imagination, Empathy, Updating Senses, 

Spontaneity, (Affective) Memory, Intuition, and Creative Liberty. 

3. Conflict – here the author develops three principles which are the 

fundamentals of the conflict (The Mirror Principle – the stage act respects 

life and has a correspondent in the inner reality which reflects in the daily 

reality, The Principle of Opposites: conflict is developed in dialogue and the 

Triggering Principles: the engine of the conflict is the catching) to which 

specific exercises correspond (The Mirror, I want/I don’t want – on the 

opposites principle: Yes-No and the Blitzes).  

Taking responsibility for the stage situation is the superior stage in 

the study of acting and applies after going through the initiation stage 

through the practice of the aptitudes. Here, the author points out the first step 

through the responsibility of the character-role, approaching the two 

complementary stages: “Me in the given situation” and “What if?”. O 

significant importance is given to Michael Chekhov’s psychological gesture, 

essential working tool in the study of the art of the actor. The author chooses 

to cite Leonardo da Vinci’s motto: “The soul wishes for the cohabitation 

with the body, because without its limbs, it couldn’t act, nor feel”55, through 

this highlighting the fact that the study of the psychological gesture is a 

mandatory stage from the first years of work in the acting art. The study of 

acting in the first year targets, in the author’s opinion (shared by the entire 

art of the actor teaching team) learning the specific logical mechanism. This 

                                                           
55 B. Darie, Curs de Arta Actorului. Improvizație, UNATC Press, Bucharest, 2015, p. 143. 
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is – in its essence – the definition given by professor Ion Cojar to the art of 

the actor: “The art of the actor is primarily a specific logical mechanism. 

Only in a secondary place the art of the actor is a way of «doing»”56. 

The research and work of the actors in (re)discovering of the “Who 

am I?” are applied through the experimentation of a series of physical 

exercises. The selection of the exercises is aimed at a vertical evolution, but 

also a horizontal one for the training of the actor, while learning how to 

master: observation, attention, imagination and the senses. 

“What?”, “Why?”, “Where?”, “Who?” are the key questions in the 

exploitation of spaces, in the improvisation exercises, in the application on 

the concept, in solving the conflict, in A-Bs, scenes of two, in the realistic 

study, in the study of the comic situation, then in the study of the means, in 

the development of a performance. These are the working stages in the first 

three years of study. 

The deepening of the means and working in different methodical, 

expression and dramatic keys, as well as the re-making and trialing the re-

making of the stage process as in the proper performance with audience are 

the main study pillars at the master program in the art of the actor.   

Today at the UNATC, the study of Shakespeare is introduced in the 

training of the student-actor usually in the second part of the second year of 

study, after going through the study of realism (Chekhov’s equivalent and, in 

extenso, Gorki, Dostoevsky and Ibsen). 

Shakespeare’s dramaturgy is a reach research material and it is 

possible to apply it on different understanding levels. Shakespeare’s study 

can be made in stages, especially because the dramaturgic offer is wide, 

complex on a vertical view. His study from the early first year may seem, at 

                                                           
56 Ion Cojar, op. cit., p. 39. 
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first sight, too big a chunk to be “chewed”. Some could consider it a too 

difficult task or even a burden. A responsible selection of the scenes to be 

worked and of the methods to be applied considering the levels of 

professional experience, all these are a possibility, a route. Consequently, the 

study and application of exercises for the discovery of the human 

component, of the improvisation exercises, of the exercises for the senses, 

spaces and those for the rediscovery and development of conflict and the 

experimentation of processuality on carefully selected texts from the 

Shakespearian dramaturgy, all these constitute a possibility. Usually, in the 

first year contemporary dramaturgy texts are selected, those being considered 

closer to the usual vision, of regular dialogues, as in the real life. This 

selection is made from the real need to study the art of the actor by 

respecting the basic principles in the pedagogy which we enounced earlier. 

Later, these quantitative accumulations will lead to qualitative leaps. Starting 

from the premise that the Shakespearian dramaturgy is a valuable work 

material to be exploited by any actor, the study of the art of the actor for each 

year of study, in stages, seems a feasible and efficient action. Shakespeare 

prepares the actor for the practicing of the active thinking. What Shakespeare 

proposes to the actors is clear, with no subtext. “He means everything he 

says”, we could say in an easy manner. The difficulty comes from the effort 

everyone undertakes to understand what the Shakespearian lyrics say, what 

every Shakespearian reply intends to communicate. As what he says is not 

easy to decode, sometimes. Shakespeare’s words express ideas in the most 

refined manner. The dramatist forces you to think. What he offers for you to 

play is clear, on condition you decode it well first. The difficulty comes from 

the effort every actor does to understand. The topic and grammar of the 

original language put the actor into difficulty in the first stage. Then, after 

you have decoded the thought conveyed through Shakespeare’s words, all 
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you must do as actor is to go in the direction of the idea, the words 

subordinating to or clearly expressing the idea. Often, in order to understand 

the logic of his sayings, it is necessary to make connections with the other 

available cultural products. In Emilia’s monologue from Othello, for 

instance, she says: “But I do think it is their husbands’ faults/ If wives do 

fall: say that they slack their duties,/ And pour our treasures into foreign laps/ 

Or else break out in peevish jealousies,/ Throwing restraint upon us;…”57. 

At first sight, “our treasures” can mislead the actress studying the 

monologue. The meaning is clear: our treasure. “Foreign laps” refers to the 

estrangement of the family, invoking the wife’s right to enjoy the 

descendants conceived with the husband, a right that – as soon as the 

husbands betray the couple’s intimacy and “pour our treasures into foreign 

laps” – they will share with other women outside the marriage. It is known 

that in the Elizabethan period the family was a respectable and respected 

institution. This information can clarify, where needed, the exact 

understanding of the text, by approaching the traditions and customs of the 

corresponding period.  

In a conference dedicated to the celebration of 400 years since the 

death of William Shakespeare, Professor PhD Dan Vasiliu, the manager of 

the Doctoral School within the UNATC, ended the session dedicated to the 

event with the lecture “Is Shakespeare a Steady Man?”. Here the professor 

re-analyses the dramatist’s life, in his intention to demonstrate that his work 

is connected – as a pillar source of inspiration – to his biography, to his era. 

Among his contemporary writers, most of those who were married lived 

more and more healthily than the unmarried. The married men were safer 

from the sexual transmitted diseases of the time, while the children coming 

from legitimate bonds with the wife were responsibilities of the man in the 

                                                           
57 William Shakespeare, Othello, Act IV, Scene 3, op. cit., p. 1147. 



144 

 

English Renaissance era and this fact was mostly seen as a sign of wealth 

and health. Consequently, this cultural information completes, when 

necessary, the understanding of some replies or scenes, the professor stating 

that the Shakespearian inspiration and work are tightly linked with the place, 

the time and the family life of the Great Will. We can get to one conclusion 

from here: the analysis of the dramatic text is essential in the study of any 

author, especially in the case of Shakespeare. We can assert that a well-done 

analysis of the dramatic text builds the foundation on which the scenes, acts 

and theatre performance will later develop. 

Of course, I don’t pledge for an exclusive study of Shakespeare’s 

dramaturgy. Chekhov, Ibsen, Dostoevsky are also viable and valuable 

authors for the training of the student-actor during the first years of study 

(Bachelor studies). I pledge for the gradual study of the great dramatists. 

At the UNATC this type of approach is seen as courageous, the 

professional opinion of the pedagogical team of our theatre school favors the 

periodization (one semester for an author – the study method become 

tradition in our school). The only ones who applied the study of Shakespeare 

in the second part of the first year (which is not in our school’s tradition) 

were the professors and students coordinated by Professor PhD Adrian 

Titieni, the 2013-2016 generation, and the team of actor and professor PhD 

Florin Zamfirescu, (at the beginning of the second year), the 2004-2008 

generation (with which I also worked). 

PhD Florin Grigoraș is a Lector at the Faculty of Theatre within 

UNATC and one of the professors who applied the study of Shakespeare in 

the training of the freshmen and second year students, in the first semester. I 

interviewed him on the subject I have been researching and this is his 

answer: 
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“D.R: Is the study of Shakespeare possible and efficient at any stage of the 

actor’s training and in which circumstances? 

F.G: I personally don’t believe there is a problem in using the 

Shakespearian dramaturgy as a study subject in the actor’s first year of 

training. An issue can appear in the way of working. As long as there is a 

realistic-psychological vein, any dramaturgy, from any era, in any style, can 

constitute study material for any stage of the pedagogical process. The key 

resides in what you ask from the student, as a study subject. If the goal is the 

study of a situation, the discovery of a psychological happening, taking on a 

psychological motivation under the sign of humanity and not aesthetics, then 

we have no impediment. On the other hand, of course the Shakespearian 

speech style and the poetic tangling of the language can constitute an 

obstacle, a shell the student will have to break in the search of the 

truthfulness of the situation he has to take on. But this is an extra challenge, 

which most of the times is beneficial. In the end, it is not the language I use 

that makes my feelings more authentic or fake. And the Shakespearian offer 

is so complex, on one side, and so generous, on the other, that it can bear, 

for the sake of studying, any type of approach, depending on the professional 

needs I have in that particular moment”58.  

For Lecturer PhD Florin Grigoraș, the study of Shakespeare from the 

first year is a common practice, his position being that, as long as the 

realistic vein exists – and Shakespeare’s dramaturgy has, completely or 

partially, realistic principles – the study of acting is a step gained in the route 

to professionalization.  

The fear that the carrying-off from the realistic vein and the parallel 

approach of the opposite route – from expression to fundament, from form to 

substance – leads to confusion in the understanding and application of the 

                                                           
58 Interview taken for the article “Shakespeare in Today’s Training of the Student-Actor”. 
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processuality in the acting class is false. The personal experience in 

combining the two approaches in working with the actor-students – through 

a careful selection of the principles that found them and their application in 

specific exercises – demonstrated me once more that Da Vinci was right: 

“the soul wishes for cohabitation with the body”. We exist inside as well as 

outside our being, we are subjective but we also have the capacity to 

objectify ourselves. Moreover, each of the student-actors whom I worked 

with uniquely, thus differently, reflects his inner or outer worlds. Some of 

them are more anchored in the inner side, other couple better with the outer 

world and find difficulties in being in the intimacy of their own being. For 

some, it is easy to publicly express through gesture and embodiment, for 

others, the opposite happens. In order to be complete, both of them need to 

activate and function on both coordinates. Considering the individual 

particularities, I discovered that starting from the individual component in 

the study of acting is the way which streamlines the process of “delivering” 

the actor. 

The moment I realized that both approaches must be applied – in 

stages, of course – in working with the student-actor, appeared after three 

years of pedagogical practice, during the study of Chekhov (realism) and was 

clarified while studying Shakespeare. Then I decided to have a research, on a 

group of 16 student-actors in the second year, second semester. The course 

lasted for two months, while working around three hours a day, four-five 

days a week. I proposed a course structure centred on: 

1) The study of the author’s period and biography – music was an important 

aspect in the study of the period; 

2) The analysis of the dramatic text according to the scenes selected to be 

worked on: the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet, the Emilia-Desdemona 

scene from Othello, the Macbeth-Lady Macbeth scene from Macbeth, the 
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Hamlet-Desdemona scene and Hamlet-Gertrude scene from Hamlet, the 

Lady Ann – Richard scene from Richard III, the Katarina-Petrucchio scene 

from The Taming of the Shrew etc.; 

3) Exercises especially selected and applied in the suggested scenes: 

 a. movement that generates words, the word that generates 

movement, movement and word at the same time in three cases; 

b. four types of movement: the exploitation of movement possibilities 

(step forward, step backward, upper jump and downhill); 

c. stillness-movement: the heartbeat or the Shakespearian verse 

rhythm; 

d. working with a partner: the dialogue-exercise with a real object-

partner; dialogue-exercise with an imaginary partner/object; exercise with a 

real partner;  

e. embodiment: music is a partner, music is the text, the text develops 

embodiment; 

4) Study themes for students (individual assignment): Solving of a two or 

three partner scene in three expression keys: 

           A. non-verbal – but not pantomime (choosing the music, theatre 

props, and distribution are the attributions of the student-actors); 

           B. dance-theatre (embodiment of the scene) and 

           C. realistic (with the reformulation and retranslation of the scene in 

personal language – keeping the author’s intentions intact). 

This is the structure I applied in every work session, thus going 

through one exercise of each of the aforementioned categories.  

At the end of the module, the conclusions were the following: 

1) The study was concentrated and efficient, the results of the assessment 

reaching the objectives set in the beginning; 
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2) The study being concentrated, I realized the necessity of separating some 

work stages into semesters of study (if the concentrated study gave good 

results, a gradual study, made on carefully selected Shakespeare scenes 

which would serve the professional age of the student-actor will function 

with results which can be seen not only in the short run, but also in the long 

run).  

3) The scenes from Hamlet, Richard III, Henry VIII are useful and according 

to the professional age of the student-actors from bigger years of study (III, 

IV, V). Only in exceptional cases, when the student-actors group has a 

special conformation (rich cultural background, already settled down, 

advanced inner or biological age), difficult works can be approached in the 

third year of study. 

Romeo and Juliet, As You Like It, The Taming of the Shrew are works which 

can be studied – by selecting specific scenes – in the years I, II, III and then 

during Master studies, as they have universal structure and principles, 

accessible to both beginners and advanced. 

4) The analysis of the Shakespearian text is painstaking, which is why the 

study must be initially done on a monologue from the selected work (or on 

one of Shakespeare’s sonnets), then on some replies from a selected scene, 

then moving up to an entire scene, an act and later (during Master studies) to 

a whole play, if there is an option of staging a Shakespearian performance. 

Case Study – the Balcony Scene from Romeo and Juliet 

The complete reading of the play by the students is mandatory and it 

is done previously to the beginning of the Shakespeare module. 

The study of the period and author’s biography are also mandatory 

lectures for the Shakespeare module. The information and individual study – 

about Renaissance in general, about the Renaissance Man, about 
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Renaissance in England and about the Elizabethan age, about the 

development of science and art then (literature, sculpture, painting), about 

the music of that age especially, are mandatory. I personally give great 

importance to the listening of Renaissance music and collecting information 

in the composers, compositions and instrument used in that time. The music 

of an era recreates the world back then in a unique, live way. The 

contemporary artists’ interpretations are valuable materials in the decoding 

of the era, differently from painting, sculpture or writing. Composers such as 

Thomas Talis, William Byrd, Thomas Weelkes, John Bulls, Orlando 

Gibbons (for England), as well as Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Orlando 

di Lasso or Tomas Luis de Victoria paint in their music the rhythm of the 

Renaissance. The polyphonic music was the music of that time. Bach was 

not yet born, while the tonal music did not exist in Shakespeare’s times. The 

time when Shakespeare was living and writing was the time when Talis and 

Byrd were writing Cantiones quae ab argumento sacrae vocantur, Cantiones 

sacre or My Ladye Nevells Booke.  

The artist Sting reiterated a series of works from the Elizabethan age, 

with voice and lute. These are more accessible to today’s students and 

constitute a suggestive acoustic material for the studied period.  

The study of the Romeo and Juliet (Act II, scene 2) – the balcony 

scene – respects the steps proposed in the structure of the course, so that: 

after we discuss about the work, its sources, content, structure and message, 

we lecture the scene and analyse the dramatic text, combining lecture with 

exercises meant to complete this knowledge experience. 

The balcony scene begins with Romeo’s monologue. From his first 

reply (“He jests at scars that never felt a wound”) Romeo clearly states, with 

no space for interpretation, his situation and emotional state. The grammar 

and punctuation of the Shakespearian verses is analysed and lectured 
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accordingly. In the monologue which marks the beginning of Scene 2 from 

Act 2, we discover Romeo in the shelter of the night, in the yard of the castle 

where Juliet lives – a strange territory for Romeo, on the lands of the rival 

family. 

In the beginning of the scene, the actor works with two partners – one 

is inactive in relationship with him (this is Juliet, about whom we learn she 

does not see him for the moment and is not aware of his nearby presence), 

while the other is present, but it is not a person – it is the Moon. 

At her turn, the partner (the actress who plays Juliet in Shakespeare’s 

play) knows she is alone in this scene, in the balcony of her room, she knows 

it is night and here and now she is soothing her soul, speaking about Romeo, 

declaring her love. Juliet’s dialogue partner is the Moon, as well as her 

beloved’s image (memory). 

At first stage, when movement begins, the students build a platform 

in a shape of the balcony and place themselves in space. This is how I 

worked with my students on Romeo and Juliet. Turning on their PC’s helped 

them do the exploration. After reading the monologues (built by Shakespeare 

in parallel) and conquering their places, I suggested an exercise: the actors 

would start the scene from an upright position, parallel to the audience line, 

two meters away one from another. This is how we diminished the possible 

unknown circumstances and could better focus on the movement directions, 

while movement or non-movement would produce depending on the 

requirements of the text. Thus, by succeeding in controlling a restricted 

space, they then managed to control and explore the wider space, contouring 

it where the scene (the text) required it.  

Consequently, however realistic this scene is in the dramatist’s view, 

in the reality of the class, the author accepts one convention: that he is 

outside, that it is night, Juliet is in her balcony, the moon appears and lights 
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up the sky. For this sequence built by Shakespeare, in the beginning – from 

the intercalated monologues of the two protagonists, I selected the exercises 

for activating the imagination, exercises for space and the senses (affective 

memory). For conquering the space, represented by the garden of the castle, I 

suggested another exercise: the two actors have a chair each, and the chair 

becomes their partner and acts as an extension of their bodies or as props 

element (when it becomes necessary). 

The scene was put to action on the same Scene 2 from Act II, and the 

actors’ feedback was that the extension of the body with a chair or working 

with an object helped them put an order to their text and clarified the 

unfolding of the scene. Everything we discovered in the text analysis was put 

into practice by the suggested exercises. After Juliet realizes that there is 

someone in her proximity, after she recognizes her beloved’s voice, after the 

visual contact between the two, the scene moves to the next stage.  

I obtained a valuable observation from working on this module: the 

approach of the scene both from inside and outside helped the students reach 

comfort, pleasure to explore, capacity to lead themselves into the stage 

process and analyse themselves post-factum. So then, the idea that we 

function as actors just as we function in real life, within the integrity of our 

being, of which we are or we are not aware, combining the possible realities 

of our inner and outer worlds, has made me actively discover, on my own, 

the necessity to respect this principle in working with the student-actors from 

then up to now. All methods and approaches abide by the human laws. The 

organic structure is an essential quality of the actor in his stage act. The 

individual particularities pose a great mark on the study of the art of the 

actor. And Shakespeare’s work is an extraordinary score for the study of the 

art of the actor as well as stage performance. 
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Dr. Marius Gîlea, Assistant Professor 

 

Brief overview of Shakespeare’s fools 

 

 

Shakespeare’s buffoons, fools or stooges are, usually, peasants or 

simple people who use the sharpness of their mind to outmatch those that are 

in a superior social class. In this regard they are similar to the true buffoons. 

However, to obtain a greater theatrical effect, their characteristics were 

sensibly improved. The buffoons were the crowd’s favourites being 

appreciated both by the people standing in the Globe Theatre`s pit and the 

nobility. Even Queen Elisabeth I herself was a great admirer of the actor who 

portrayed buffoons, fools or stooges. His name was Richard Tarlton. It seems 

that Robert Armin was an inspirational source for Shakespeare in the 

development of his buffoons. 

But where does the history of the buffoons, fools and stooges start 

from? The Buffoons have entertained a varied audience starting from the 

Roman Times until the Medieval Age. They reached their peak in the Pre-

Elizabethan Era at the noble court estates in Europe. The Buffoons were able 

to amuse the nobility in different manners: through songs, music, stories, 

satires, comedies in the style of Commedia dell’Arte or even through stunts. 

Shakespeare was not only inspired by the tradition of these talented 

buffoons, but he also had an important contribution to their development, as 

he transforms them into a complex character who could tackle major 

problems. 
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The dictionary definitions of “buffoon” are as follows: originates 

from the French “buffon”, or the Italian “buffone”; Comic character, dressed 

in grotesque clothes, who maintained a cheerful atmosphere at the royal or 

noble courts; stooge, fool; Exaggerated comic character from a drama play; 

Person who makes other laugh using jokes, funny gestures etc., who is 

society’s mocking stock; The buffoon is a stooge, harlequin, and seldom a 

fool; Who provokes laughter; subject to laugher and mockery; farcical; 

ridiculous; The buffoon is a comic character hired at the medieval courts to 

entertained a king or a noble man; stooge. Figuratively, he is a person that 

amuses and entertains through his jokes or ridiculous gestures. Comical 

character dressed funny, who was kept at the king’s or feudal noble’s courts 

to entertain his masters with jokes, funny grimaces etc. It is also said about 

the buffoon that he is an actor that interprets parts characterized by and 

exaggerated humour; Person who provokes laughter with jokes, deeds and 

his grimaces.  

Originally, the buffoon was a comic character dressed in grotesque 

clothes who was present at medieval courts to entertain a king or a feudal 

lord with jokes, gestures, grimaces, sometimes referenced to as a stooge, 

harlequin or fool. 

In the Middle Ages, the king’s fools were authorized to tell the truth 

and mock him, being the only ones that had the right to say everything that a 

normal man could not tell the king, without grave punitive consequences.  

Nowadays the buffoon is an actor that may be funny dressed, who 

interprets parts of an exaggerated humour, amusing the audience and 

provoking laughter with his jokes, deeds and grimaces, sometimes as a 

clown or comical circus artist if you may. 

The buffoon was also a comical character that wore a mask and often 

a patchy costume from the old folk farces or from the old Italian comedy.  
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There was a time when every respectable king had a buffoon. In the 

Middle Ages and even later, the royal buffoon (“le fou du roi” – as he was 

called in France) was somewhat of a true institution. The royal buffoon was 

the only one that was allowed to imitate the king, interrupt, contradict and 

even scold and insult him. The buffoon or the royal stooge was the only one 

who had the opportunity to speak the truth or certain uncomfortable truths in 

his role. For their services they were often rewarded generously or even 

titled. When travelling across Europe, the kings took their buffoons with 

them and when they met to negotiate peace or certain treaties they were there 

to bring a notch of humour.  

The origins of this comic character are found in Commedia dell’Arte. 

Consequently, it would be useful take look at that period. At the beginning of 

comedy literature, as a word, it indicated generally a poetical work of art 

with a funny ending. In the XVI century, the word regained its classical 

meaning: stage representation of an ordinary happening, as funny as 

possible, which has a happy ending. At first, the interest for the plot 

prevailed and the audience’s delight was aroused by the representations of 

the most curious stories and by painting a “life-like” picture of as real as 

possible characters, using a stunning dialogue. Commedia dell’Arte 

emphasises these characteristics.  

Improvisation – as a Commedia dell’Arte means of expression has its 

origin without a doubt in the classical mime, meaning the precise imitation 

of all the things and natural beings. In Sicyon, Sparta and Magna (Greece) 

we encounter folk farces that belonged to this style. In the V century B.C., 

Sofron - the famous realist mime - transposed into writing in rhythmical 

prose a form the mimes. In Rome mime appears through the Magna Mater 

Cult and together with the Megalesian celebrations. Mimes replace the old 
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“atellana”. Even though some historians claim they disappeared in the 

Middle Ages, mimes survived under the form of realistic comedy. 

The famous “contrasti” – with their famous representative Ciula 

D’Alcamo – keep their form and meaning in future Commedia dell’Arte’s 

scripts. Pantomime, as old as the mime itself, is a form where the actors used 

a mask, featured more than one character. It is kept in the comic intermezzi 

of the sacred representation with a dramatic or burlesque character or at the 

Royal Italian courts through buffoons – the keepers of the mime tradition, of 

the improvisation – or through living painting in court, carnivals or large folk 

shows.  

It was an accepted fact that the improvisation shows started in middle 

of the XVI century. However, the research of the origins of Commedia 

dell’Arte had different results. A first hypothesis elaborated in the last 

decades of the past century (Bartoli, D’Ancona) claims the Commedia 

dell’Arte is descending from the Latin comic theatre: Attelane comedies, 

mimes and pantomimes (mentioned above) and the satirical productions. It 

cannot be denied that this theory is party valid: in the nature of the Italian 

people there has always been constant and instinctive predilection for mime, 

a born talent for imitating and mocking reality, but beyond this it is 

impossible to prove the continuity of the historical tradition. 

Recently, another Italian researcher (Toschi) said that expressivity 

manners and the characteristics of the mask are a derivation, an unconscious 

evolution of the carnival ritual organised for taming the gods. A third 

hypothesis, belonging to Sanesi, indicated Commedia dell’Arte’s 

manifestation is nothing more than the trivialising of the erudite comedy, in 

which the plot is reduced to its basic form and the characters are reduced to a 

small number of typologies.  
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Why did this great popular revolution of the theatre – improvisation – 

appear in the middle of the XVI century, when Italian erudite theatre had 

reached its summit, when the Renaissance had dug through history bringing 

the Greeks and the Italians back into focus? It is, first of all, about a theatre 

crisis because the erudite theatre had started to crystallize in shapes farther 

and farther from reality, whose message had run dry. Cumbersome, closed 

between the parameters of a subject that did no longer create the illusion of 

life, the stereotypical imitations after the classic dramaturgy started to lose its 

audience. 

The theatre, a collective art, lives only through the spiritual 

connection that is established with the audience. And the latter, with its 

social, political and economic coordinates changes from an age to another, 

from an ear to another, from a social environment to another, from an 

individual to another, from a performance to another. The audience is in a 

continuous change, a new class appears, bourgeoisie, with its still unrefined 

tastes, but aspiring to become refined, with an appetite for the new, research 

and discoveries. Bourgeoisie literates and artists appear. The art, the artists 

and the writers start to have a new status as they are treated with interest and 

cherished. Together with the bourgeoisie, the peasantry is also becoming 

socially active. With a simple, natural, rudimentary taste and common sense, 

the peasant enters literature. With this in mind, the theatre has to change as 

well. “The best rule is abandoning the rule” (Perucci). So, consequently, “Let 

us take the hammer to theories, poetics and systems. Let us fling down this 

ancient plasterwork which mask the face of art” (V. Hugo). 

The laws of nature and truth have to rule over art. Improvisation 

appears - the improvised show, produced on the streets as a necessity is 

varied, breaking the ordinary canons in a continuous daily change, even 

whilst the show is running, all for meeting the audience’s interests. 
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Gradually, improvisation gains a steadier form – Commedia dell’Arte. This 

manifestation, directly connected to improvisation, keeps its social and 

political character with all the stage expressivity means. Gradually, 

professional actors and their companies, script writers with their masks and 

stage directions – cannavale – are followed by proper scripts. Similar to any 

phenomenon, still amorphous, but aiming for a more organized structure, 

Commedia dell’Arte dwells more and more into research, forgetting about 

spontaneous reactions, mingling with the author show (Baroque period) until 

Andrea Perrucci writes in 1699: “A treatise on acting, from memory and by 

improvisation”, a poetic drama composition who signals the entrance into a 

more organized, governed by fixed rules pattern. All the activity becomes 

more sterilized by guidelines. A new dying age is outlined by a crisis, until 

Goldoni (1707-1793) appears with his views on dramatic method and list of 

stock characters. 

The natural necessity for performance, games and soul fulfilment lays 

instinctively in the human structure. Therefore, we can firmly state that the 

inclination towards improvisation was proven by actors from old times, but 

only now its importance is highlighted. This is probably resulting from the 

need to break old patterns. The époque’s ingenuity imposes its force purely 

from a need of absolute freedom.  

The scripts appear at first shapeless, careless, then increasingly with 

more rigorous directions – entrances, exits, voice, gestures – but allowing the 

freedom to be inventive, improvise and create performance as an actor, this 

being the most important thing. The general script scheme is simple: two 

lovers, an old person with a child`s maturity in love with his son’s 

sweetheart, a nice old man in his right mind, the duo of the clever and 

cunning, in love, servants who are more or less honest, adventures, 

misunderstandings, disguises and, as a natural law, all ends well: the young 



159 

 

couple gets married, the elders are left alone with their business and the 

servants, getting married also, continue to serve their masters. 

There was a continuous intervention of striking complications to 

activate the conflict: disguised characters, unexpected encounters, surprising 

disclosures, quid pro quos, identity confusions gathered in moments often far 

from reality - that are otherwise common also in some of Shakespeare’s 

comedies. In those times, the point of interest was not the verisimilitude of 

the story, but the degree of spectacular the action offered, with lovely stage 

motion, rather vulgar comic, sometimes trivial, yet exhilarating, sparkling, 

explosive. Indeed, Commedia dell’Arte offered a spectacular performance 

not only due to the dynamism of the plot but also because of the actor`s 

technique as they owned a rich cultural panel and some of them even a talent 

in writing literature. They all had a great suppleness in movement and 

gestures approaching acrobatics. Viscontini, for instance, was able to roll 

over a couple of times with a glass full of water in his hand without spilling 

it while 72 year-old Scaramuccio was blowing kisses to the audience with his 

toes. Some of them were able to perform amazing juggling, tricking 

demonstrations whilst others were playing successively at 10-12 musical 

instruments managing to create a rich array of stage effects much appreciated 

by all the viewers. 

The action of such a comedy symbolized not only a glorification of a 

natural, tonic, clean and strong feeling of love but also a tribute to the 

intelligence and cleverness used by common people to triumph over evil, 

greed and pride. 

On this general theme frame there are embroidered endless 

variations, with each character’s individuality bringing novelty and 

unpredictability to the show. Each character was created using only one 

direction - hence the name “mask character”, given the fact that the actors 
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were performing with makeup. Nevertheless, beyond the actual existence of 

the real mask we have the psychological, one directed, construction: 

Pulcinella – dawdle, hustler, trencherman; 

Brighella – intriguing, smart, sly, mischievous; 

Arlecchino – good-for-nothing naive fellow, cheerful, always 

hungry. 

Commedia dell’Arte scripts, from which there were kept 

approximately one thousand scripts (mostly unreadable or untranslatable) 

were about everyday characters with their social and political implications. 

Despite their schematic form, they offered some spectacular performances 

thanks to the actors’ tour de force. Alongside, the outfits were created in 

such a manner that they were powerful symbols for the performing arts. 

 In the shadow of cultural theatre, folk theatre, circus and music hall 

shows (minor performance genre), that anima, defined by Jung as the 

expression of a profound human psychological and sexual ambiguity, acts as 

a doubling and unsettling instinct. Folk theatre, spontaneous appearance in 

the public square, in the atmosphere of carnival festivities or celebrations - 

due to these rhythmic traditions - develops characters and themes that are 

appropriate to an aesthetic of drama performance based on audience 

involvement. The viewer should easily recognize characters (allegorical or 

typed) and the plot lines are closely linked to the immediate reality. Folk 

celebrations are the ground element, often neglected, that ensures the 

continuity and vitality of the theatrical forms dynamic. From this point of 

view, having on one side the theories that outline the fact that Commedia 

dell’Arte descended straight from antique “fabulae atellanae” and lead to the 

establishment of the structure of Commedia dell’Arte and its masks, based 

especially on the Latin comedy types - servants and elders - and on the on 

another side, the hypothesis that speculates the fact that Commedia dell’Arte 
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descended from medieval folk theatre - performed in fairs and markets, both 

can meet on the same path and reconcile. 

Even though we accept the theory that says that Commedia dell’Arte 

was born from the rustic farce throughout some aesthetic mask 

standardization and from the emerge of erudite comedy with professional 

companies, we cannot believe that the rustic farce was born just form the 

need of bringing local characters on stage and that there was a moment of 

empty rift between antiquity folk performances and those from the Middle 

Ages. Commedia dell’Arte’s universality and typology vigour could be 

explained by the fact that it relied on some traditions much older and better 

decanted over time than in the case of other medieval European theatres that, 

in the early Renaissance, did not gave similar results as Commedia dell’Arte, 

but they accepted it easily because of the comic fundamentally archetype that 

was proposed. 

As the tragic hero can be reduced to an archetype with a specific 

confrontational structure, defined by Kereny as the human one-God, the 

comic theatre character has a confrontational structure driven from human-

animal position. The unique one, said Heraclit, is revealed by opposite 

qualities - flying and falling, triumph and decay, agility and numbness. Folk 

celebrations closely linked to religious practices overcome by laughter the 

cosmic fear reflected in the theological-philosophical official system. The 

acrobatic jump, the triumph of the week was the accustomed method to 

express the social norms reversal. The acrobat’s freedom of movement 

corresponds to the freedom of speech that founded its shelter for centuries 

under the guise of insanity or holy simplicity. Parallel to the artificial cultural 

theatre development, guided after the antic theatre structures, in Italy, unlike 

other countries, classical dramatic literature does not lose the touch of folk 
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theatre and furthermore, it can even be said that cultural theatre was born 

from folk theatre. 

The artists “Rozzi” of Siene: Alticozzi, Roncaglia, Salvestro, Andrea 

Calsuo, but especially Ruzzante, are only a few of this genre of dramatic 

literature creators. Ruzzante’s case is exemplary, for this actor-author, by the 

2 stages that are being distinguished in his creation - the one in which he 

refuses classical dramatic models and displays a poetics of the natural and 

the one he assimilates, relying on types close to those created in the first 

stage – Plautien’s models – expresses this unique dialectic specific to the 

XVI Italian theatre. 

There is not only one person responsible for the show, as the director 

does nowadays. All the actors had the same responsibility as they all had to 

work equally in the benefit of the show. This is what community means. 

“Commedia dell’Arte relied equally on the team cohesion and discipline and 

also on the individual talent of the comedian, the improvisation’s 

psychological climate being irreparably injured by the malevolence of a 

comedian” (Jean Fanchette). 

Seamlessly passing over the traditional channels and the rigorously 

established units, Commedia dell’Arte keeps mainly the classical comedy 

structure: three acts, not five as in classical comedy, the prologue, the 

epilogue and the general lines conducting the plot. The action unit is divided 

into parallel actions with not just more than one, but even up to six amorous 

intrigues surge. In commedia dell’Arte, the prologue, also called 

“complimento” is a direct appeal to the public from the main actor to thank 

the crowd and announce the comedy’s subject, sometimes also revealing the 

main purpose of it just to facilitate the understanding of what had happened 

before. Anticipating the raisonner’ slater function, influenced by the classical 

Greek chorus, the prologue (sometimes a character named as that was 
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scoring the dramatic graduation) or the epilogue (purely technical literary 

element, seldom encountered in Commedia dell’Arte with the simple 

function to thank the audience) is gradually changing in a pantomime scene, 

with music, dance and singing, all the actors being involved, emphasizing the 

cheerful end. 

Regarding the mask, it is known since the Palaeolithic to have a ritual 

function, then across time with all kind of social and political functions is 

kept for carnivals, passes through antique theatre in tragedy and comedy, 

starting with the same social role to develop afterwards as a simple acting 

sign – white for female characters, dark for male characters, whose role is to 

enable the understanding of the play and bring out using a conventional 

method  a certain state of mind, age and social status, amplifying with its 

strange funnel form the actor’s voice. In the Roman theatre, the Greek 

theatre mask passes enriched by the atellanes experience: 

Macco – the thundering gobbler fool; 

Bucco – the silly rattle; 

Pappo – the decrepit elder;  

Dossenno – the hunchback sly parasite. 

In Commedia dell’Arte the mask appears not by direct transfer from 

the classical theatre, but from the traditional carnival costume. If was rarely 

used not to recognize the face of the actor who as performing, but rather used 

to recognize the character who was always equal to itself, with the same 

clothes, the same movements, the same fundamental psychology, played by 

the same actor or not. Commedia dell’Arte brought the mask’s triumph that, 

with very rare exceptions, outlines a unique character. The actor’s name gets 

confused with the mask and the other way around. The mask name given to 

the lovers, the only ones who were not wearing one, testify to the 

significance of this word’s expansion. 
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In terms of theatre history, we find in Commedia dell’Arte theatre 

three types of characters: 

- Traditional types: The Captain, The Doctor, The Pedant, The 

Butler, The Maid. 

- Conventional types: youngsters, courtesans, fathers. 

- Social types of the era: the provincial nobles, the peasants, the 

bourgeois with different occupation, the moneylenders, the 

innkeepers, the comedians, the villains. 

A feature of the comedy masks is that the actor always appears in the 

same role. The plays are changing, the can change almost daily, but the 

masks have always the same performers. It is absolutely excluded for an 

actor to play Pantalone’s role today and Arlecchino’s tomorrow. Sometimes 

the mask is replaced by an abundant powdered or painted white face, by 

some huge pair of glasses or by a fake nose. All Commedia dell’Arte’s 

masks are comical, with a farcical or lyrical notch. There are no tragic 

masks. 

If we were to gather all the masks that have emerged over time on the 

Italian comedy stage, we will realize that they are well over 100. But this 

diversity is more apparent, as the vast majority are merely derivatives of the 

main masks. To get an idea of them it is sufficient to analyse the two 

quartets, the north one (Pantalone, Dottore, Brighella, Arlecchino) and the 

south one (Coviella, Pulcinella, Scaramuccio, Tartaglia), without forgetting 

about the main masks itself standing: the Captain, the Lovers and Fantesca. 

The north quartet 

Pantalone is a merchant from Venice, with his specific dialect, old, 

rich, greedy, sickly with weak – limps, groans, coughs, sneezes, sobs and has 

a continuous stomach ache. Self-conceited but always fooled, he considers 

himself smarter that everyone, but at every step he ends up being the victim 
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of others mischievous tricks. Generally, no one gets so many bumps and 

nudges as he does, being the subject of the servants` intriguing predilections. 

Despite of his age and illness, he is an alley cat. He always fails, but remains 

a bodacious wanton. His outfit consists of a red waistcoat, stained trousers, 

yellow shoes with buckles, red cap and a long black cape. The mask is 

sallow, long crooked nose with grey moustaches and beard. 

Dottore is a Bolognese scholar that can sometimes be a lawyer or a 

doctor. If Dottore is a lawyer and defends someone’s cause is woe to the one 

who has committed to him the process. As a medic, he manages to make 

healthy people sick with his medical advice and the patients get better 

despite his advice. His mind contains quite a few fragments of doctrine, but 

it lacks logic. His head is a jumble. As Pantalone, he is old, rich, miserly and 

a womanizer. He is noodle despite his erudition. Only one of its features is 

more emphasized: he likes to drink. His fate is decided beforehand in all the 

scripts: he is inevitable fooled. The lawyer’s black cloak is the main part of 

his costume. The tunic, breeches, stockings, shoes with bows, leather cord 

with a brass buckle, the cap and the wide-brimmed hat. This black costume 

symphony is enlivened by a large white collar, white cuffs and white 

handkerchief. The black mask covers his entire face and sometimes only his 

forehead and nose and the cheeks are powerfully painted in red as a sign that 

he is always in the mood. Dottore’s mask was regarded as one of the most 

difficult and the actor was supposed to be a well-read person, because only 

an educated man was able to create the comic effects from the dispersed 

erudition pieces and the combination of social and professional moments 

demanded much art and finesse. Moreover, the actor had to perfectly possess 

Bolognese dialogue. All these qualities combined in one person were not 

easy to find. This is why this mask was not used by all the theatre troops. 
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Zanni (Arlecchino and Brighella): The Zanni masks are the soul of 

Commedia dell’Arte. They are the artistically modelled figures of the 

carnival buffoons - happy and optimist. Literarily speaking, Commedia 

dell’Arte originates from short stories and the Zanni masks represent a 

stylization of certain types of peasants from these stories. The peasants were 

a popular subject of urban satire. They were either totally stupid 

(Arlecchino), either smart and full of mischievous ideas (Brighella). As 

masks, Zanni are usually called servants, but this title is purely conventional 

because they remain peasants through their social nature. There is a 

particularity in the characters of both Zanni: they completely lack 

obsequiousness, do not grovel to anyone and have a sense of dignity. They 

listen to commands and take a beating, but in their hearts, they do not submit 

and do not surrender.  

Brighella does not believe in God or in the devil. He likes gold, wine 

and women. He serves his master according to the payment he receives, 

nothing more and despises the servants that are truly devoted to their 

masters. He does not forgive anyone and he knows how to hate. He is a 

loudmouth, sharp-tongued capable of perfectly adapting to any situation. 

Familiar with women, insolent with the elderly, brave with the cowards and 

flattering with those that have the power, there is a reason why he is the 

favourite mask of the common folks: he is against the elders that don’t let the 

young people live, love and be happy. He is on the side of the young people 

who fight for a better life and common people admire his energy, 

intelligence, ability and gladly forgive his transgressions from the rightful 

path. His mask is one of the most important and one of the most difficult. He 

has to tie and untie the plot line while being quick with his lines and farces. 

He has to be able to play at least the guitar and execute elementary 

acrobatics. His peasant costume is composed of cape, blouse, pants, white 
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socks and cap, leather yellow shoes and belt, a leather bag and a dagger 

hanging from the belt. The mask has a dark colour, moustache and a shaggy 

dark beard. 

Arlecchino is not as intelligent and skilful as Brighella – peasant 

from the mountains – but is spontaneous and has a certain amusing candour, 

like all the peasants from the lowlands. He never plans anything ahead, 

acting blindly out of an almost always unfortunate inspiration. He makes 

mistakes and pays for them, but he never loses his joy and his naive 

perception. Brighella must be played in such a way to provoke admiration, 

whilst Arlecchino must provoke sympathy towards his childish pains. “His 

character”, Marmontel writes, “is a blend of ignorance, naivety, spirit, 

stupidity and grace, he is a type of dissolute man, a grown-up child who has 

glimmers of reason and intelligence. The true aspect of his performance is 

the agility, flexibility and cuteness of a young cat. His role is that of a valet 

who is patient, faithful, trusting, gluttonous, always in love, always in 

trouble; he gets sad or happy with the ease of a child and his pain is just as 

funny as his happiness.” Always in the air, he seems to be a strange 

embodiment of imagination as he is the careless inventor of a new form of 

poetry, based on muscles, created by gestures, interrupted by dangerous 

leaps, sprinkled with philosophical thoughts or with naughty thoughts. 

Arlecchino is an acrobatic poet. His costume is that of a ragged, stylised and 

bantered, with blue and red-green patches placed symmetrically and tied 

together by a thin yellow stripe. The details of the mask compose a bizarre 

expression of cunning, sensuality and awe, both disquieting and attractive, 

where huge tumours, warts and the colour black add something wild and 

devilish to the ensemble.  
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Southern Quartet 

Zanni: The Coviello couple – Pulcinella is created as a meridional 

reply to the Brighella – Arlecchino couple. Northern Italy is more civilised 

than the south because it has been through a long industrial revolution. Due 

to this in the north the type of the “travelled individual” appeared, slick, he 

can’t be fooled (Brighella). Coviello does not surpass Pulcinella. There is 

another difference: Northern Zanni are almost always unmarried. Brighella is 

a dedicated bachelor and Arlecchino gets his wife only in the late scenes. On 

the other hand, Pulcinella is often married, cranky, jealous, tyrant and the 

eternal fool.  

Coviello acts with cunning, gall and ingenuity. Pulcinella seconds 

him, showing a complete lack of care, cheerful naivety and a funny 

helplessness. Coviello commands and Pulcinella obeys. 

Pulcinella translates from Greek to “chicken thief”. He is a gardener, 

baker, monastery guard, merchant, painter, soldier, smuggler, thief or bandit. 

His predominant characteristic is of course stupidity. After some satirical 

stylizations his character enriched gaining laziness, greed and criminal 

inclinations. His life goal is to not do anything and satisfy his formidable 

appetite. This funny character with a nose shaped like a rooster’s beak is one 

of the favourites among children and carnivals. This hunchback with a 

crooked nose and a wobbly way of walking was dressed in a huge white shirt 

over white pants. The humour in Pulcinella’s act consists, just like in 

Chaplin’s case, in the contrast between absolute stillness and subtle agility, 

but you need a crazy sense of humour to be able to act like a tree or a mile 

marker. 

Tartaglia translates from Italian to “stuttered”. Old, fearful, timid but 

suddenly evil and treacherous, the art of this actor lies in being able to show 

in a comical way the character’s fight against his stutter, doubled by a 
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pronounced myopia. He had a giant belly, yellow-green striped pants and 

glasses on his nose that functioned as his mask. 

Scarmuccia is derived from the classical captain that gradually 

eliminates everything that reminded of the soldier career; the braggart soldier 

becoming an unsurpassed master in facial expressions. He does not wear a 

mask, but only powders his face abundantly with chalk or flour.  

The main masks that function by themselves 

Capitano: “It’s a part bombastic in speech and gestures, through 

which the character brags with his beauties, charm and wealth, even though 

he is actually silly, cowardly, a wretched and crazy man, who wants to live 

and to be considered something that he is not” (Perrucci). His costume is 

lively coloured, wearing a feathered hat, a sword of exaggerated size, while 

being physically weak and skinny.  

The lovers are “serious” characters around which the servants and the 

elders rotate. The servants aid their love and the elders oppose it. They are 

not actually masks. The actors have the task of creating a psychological 

characterization of the masks. In some shows they have the same name and 

character they have always had, but they have the task of not taking their 

feelings seriously and must cover them with a thin veil of irony. The 

audience had to be won at first with the beauty of the actors through their 

natural elegance and after that through their theatrical virtuosity. The lovers 

started undermining the Commedia dell’Arte organism by abandoning 

improvisation, masks and costumes. They memorised fixed texts, used a 

literary language and wore fashionable costumes. The lovers had many 

names. The women were called Isabella, Flaminia, Vittoria, Eularia, Rosaura 

etc. and the men Flavio, Lelio, Leandro, Florindo, Horatio etc. Amongst the 

women there are two characters that stand out. One – the authoritarian 

woman, proud, mocking, commanding, who subdues the lover. The other 
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character is a young gentle, endearing, poetic woman that the man can 

manipulate in whichever way he wants. The masculine lovers can also be 

grouped in two types – an arrogant one, sometimes insolent, optimistic, 

cheerful and despotic on one side and the other one – modest, timid, lacking 

the dynamic features of the first on the other. In the great bands there were 

two pairs of lovers and the scenarios combined their relationships based on 

the talent of the actors.  

Fantesca is a servant or peasant. She acted on stage like an 

Arlecchino with a skirt, like a village simpleton, eternal victim of her 

naivety. She wants to stay honest and to fight against life whilst keeping her 

cheerful nature. Gradually new psychological details appeared that had 

nothing in common with the peasants. Fantesca has French influences and a 

city appearance, to later appear under the name Colombina. Appearing 

stylish by definition and a liar, but without being mean, she favoured 

amorous plans. Her moral was simple and versatile: she is the intelligent 

woman that knows how to live in a world made by men, world that can only 

be changed by a cunning woman. The classic Colombina wore a blue skirt 

with flounces, a white apron and a kerchief on her head, tied with a ribbon.  

After we briefly analysed these characters and the epoch of the 

Commedia dell’Arte we can better understand the origins of Shakespeare’s 

buffoons. 

Buffoons appear in different shapes in Shakespeare’s plays. They can 

usually be split in two categories: clowns or stooges – seen as a person with 

rustic origins, uneducated, whose dramatic purpose was to provoke laughter 

through his ignorance; there also were the buffoons or the court fools – who 

accompany with their wisdom, satire and critique the plot of Shakespeare’s 

plays. The inspiration sources for the first category, uneducated stooges, 

goes down in history to the darkest depths: stupidity is ageless, or, we could 
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say, stupidity was invented by the first man and since then we strive to 

perfect it. In Shakespeare’s plays characters like Botton from A midsummer 

night’s dream or Dogberry from Much ado about nothing are typical. Their 

main purpose is to cause laughter and to cheer the audience. As for the 

second category, the history of the fools or the court buffoons in England is 

much shorter. They appeared in rich medieval courts in the XII century. 

During the reign of Queen Elizabeth, the court jesters were a usual presence 

in the English society and were perceived as two categories: natural and 

artificial, or pretended.  

The first type could also include the deformed or the mentally 

retarded or those affected by dwarfism. Such fools are often considered a 

sort of pets, even though they were loved by their masters. They do not 

appear often in Shakespeare’s plays. On the contrasting side, artificial fools, 

the unnatural kind, those who possessed oral wisdom and talent for 

intellectual fencing are present in the author’s work. 

I’d like to enumerate the characters in Shakespeare’s works that 

function as buffoons, fools or stooges. This is a list of Shakespeare’s famous 

“fools”: 

- A fool, from Timon of Athens 

- Autolycus and a Clown, from A Winter’s Tale 

- A citizen, from Julius Cesar 

- Cloten, from Cymbeline 

- Clown, from Othello 

- Costard, from Love’s Labour’s Lost 

- Dromio of Ephesus and Dromio of Syracuse, from The Comedy 

of Errors 

- Falstaff, from Henry IV parts 1 and 2 

- Feste, from Twelfth Night 



172 

 

- Grumio and Tranio, from The Taming of the Shrew 

- Launce and Speed, from Two Gentlemen of Verona 

- Lancelot Gobbo, from The Merchant of Venice 

- Lavach, from All’s Well That Ends Well 

- Bottom and Puck, from A Midsummer night’s dream 

- Pompey, from Measure for Measure 

- Fool, from King Lear 

- Gravediggers, from Hamlet, Prince of Denmark 

- Thersites, from Troilus and Cressida 

- Touchstone, from As You Like It 

- Trinculo, from The Tempest 

- Dogberry, from Much Ado About Nothing 

- Porter, from Macbeth 

The buffoons from Shakespeare’s plays, as well as the other 

characters, go beyond the narrow borders of a moral conduct. The themes he 

tackles range from love to mental turmoil, personal identity and many others 

that can be found in more than just modern theatre. 

It seems that in Shakespeare’s earlier plays, the parts of the buffoons 

were written for a certain actor – William Kempe. After Kempe left the 

company the style of the comic roles changed radically. Kempe was 

renowned for his improvising talent. In Hamlet there is a famous critique 

addressed to those that acted without respecting the measure or common 

sense: “And let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down 

for them, for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to set on some 

quantity of barren spectators to laugh too, though in the meantime some 

necessary question of the play be then to be considered. That’s villainous and 
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shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses it”59. Probably the one that 

brought the buffoons back into Shakespeare’s heart was another actor named 

Robert Armin, whom I have mentioned earlier. Shakespeare created an entire 

series of buffoons for Armin - true masterpieces such as Touchstone from As 

you like it (1953), Feste from Twelfth night (1600), the Fool from King Lear 

(1605). This actor helped Shakespeare settle the dilemma between the 

themes of a classical buffoon’s purpose and that of his plays. Armin became 

a counterpoint to the gravity of the action from the plays as he related to the 

audience, interacted and even manipulated it. Shakespeare started writing 

collateral plot lines especially for Armin’s talent. A balance between the 

play’s actions and the unleashed carnival energy was reached. Armin 

brought a significant intellectual contribution to the evolution of the 

buffoons. He agreed with the intellectual evolution of the buffoons in the 

Renaissance and also understood that he could not deny the strength of the 

medieval tradition. He was an excellent mime and his improvisations were 

rehearsed and thoroughly trained.  

Many critics and not only them considered the buffoon scenes from 

Shakespeare’s plays a sort of emotional pause from the much more important 

and serious actions of the main plot line, in other words they were a comical 

respite. Comical scenes come, in the tragedies of Shakespeare, right after a 

truly terrifying scene (ex: the Gravediggers’ scene from Hamlet right after 

Ophelia’s suicide, the Porter from Macbeth right after the killing the king 

etc.) 

Isaac Asimov said: “That, of course, is the great secret of the 

successful fool – that he is no fool at all” (Guide to Shakespeare). Buffoons 

tell the truth both for the other characters as well as for the audience, they 

                                                           
59 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince Of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1049. 
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warn the people that consider themselves in good judgement but prove 

otherwise through their actions.  

The place of the stooges and buffoons that abused easy success that 

intervened in the plot development negatively, in plays written earlier it was 

taken by the buffoons that started respecting the written text and who, once 

the part was fixed, did not use improvisations and additions. From purely 

verbal vulgar jokes it goes to expressing profound ideas on life and death, on 

wisdom and so on. Defended by his status, the buffoon speaks deadly lines 

and grave accusations, disguised as jokes and innocent jests. The language 

used by the buffoon is not vulgar, no matter whom his interlocutor is. His 

social status does not bother him since he does not want to be something or 

someone else. The buffoons from Shakespeare’s plays are balanced 

individuals, deep, untouched by vulgarity. The truth they speak is not full of 

envy or hate; this is probably the reason they are not hated or punished by 

those they offend. Many times, the buffoons prove to be true philosophers of 

their time. The effect of the lines is not only on the person whom it concerns 

but also on a situation or on the development of the play’s plot. 

The intervention of the buffoon in the play is not only for amusement 

or as a counterpoint to the serious development of the plot, but in many 

instances the author uses his presence to solve the situation or correct an 

unfavourable situation in the development of the plot (reveals certain 

conspiracies, points out the consequences that will be caused by certain 

decisions, highlights certain defects of the main characters, offers solutions, 

offers advice etc.). Many times, nothing of the buffoons’ actions or words 

has anything comical, rather the laughter comes from the way this is done, 

the language or from the fact that an uninitiated person can make such 

judgements. Sometimes we feel like if the buffoon did not exist there 

wouldn’t be anyone in the entire court that could think correctly.  
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Considered an outlaw up to a certain point, the buffoon was allowed 

to comment what happens in society, the actions that are performed by the 

main characters. Often, they describe a world totally different than what the 

other characters of the play present us. As a rule, the buffoons do not get 

involved in the play’s plot but stay outside it. They rely mostly on instinct, 

not on culture. Any time a buffoon appears the feelings seem to become 

ridiculous. The purpose of the fools is to tell the naked truth, even subversive 

truths, in the noble’ court, being sure that their personal truth is the Truth, 

with capital T. Feste, from Twelfth Night, is the only one that knows who he 

is. Many times, this play is seen as a road to self-knowledge and self-

discovery. In King Lear, Lear calls the Fool “my philosopher”. When others 

shut up in fear and say nothing, the buffoons have the courage to tell the 

truth, but often are ignored. They speak the basic truth, don’t embellish it and 

don’t choose softer words. As I reminded earlier, their status allows them to 

and besides this they do not have an ambition to rise in rank or to usurp their 

master. 

How much stress can we bear? Olivia or Orsino for example, who 

seem to suffer continuously, with no breaks... Sometimes it depends more on 

the direction we point our attention than on what is really happening. A 

physical pain, a financial loss or spiritual pain affects us as much as we allow 

it to. It is up to us how much importance we give it. Often, we can’t see the 

solution of the problem nor the good parts that strengthen us. Maybe it’s 

better to look at suffering directly in the eye, acknowledge it, respect its 

presence and then occupy our present time with focusing on what we have to 

do. Many times, the buffoon is that mirror that is dearly needed. He offers 

solutions that are accepted or ignored, depending on each case. We must not 

mistake the buffoon for a psychiatrist, but they can in many cases be a guide.  
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 Often the fool uses an uneducated language, as common people, 

because he is a character that is part of their group and has the permission of 

the nobles to say almost anything, having a very powerful weapon-laughter! 

Everyone loves the buffoon. He offers a different perspective on the subject 

of the play, a different point of view. He is the necessary counterpoint and 

this way we have a clearer view on the play. 

One of the most original contributions that Shakespeare’s plays bring 

to the development of dramaturgy is the presence to this extent of the 

buffoons and fools who reprimand the people who consider themselves wise 

but prove otherwise through their behaviour. 

 A good example would be the two Gravediggers from Hamlet, which 

Shakespeare initially named Clown 1 and Clown 2. The two clowns start the 

scene digging a hole and having a conversation about the fact that Ophelia 

should not have a Christian funeral since she is believed to have killed 

herself. The wording of the phrasing of the two gravediggers introduces a 

cultural theme from the very beginning. They don’t have noble blood, 

without a doubt, but their language is one almost official and they make 

references that have nothing to do with Denmark. The first gravedigger digs 

the grave in which Ophelia was about to get buried, obviously in a graveyard 

in Denmark - the place where the action of the play takes place. However, he 

sends his help to Yaughan: “Go, get thee to Yaughan: fetch me a stoop of 

liquor”60 breaking in this way the reality of the drama and causing laughter 

in the audience, since everyone knew at that time that Yaughan was the pub 

on the corner of the street where Hamlet was being played. There was 

probably laughter also at the lines:  

                                                           
60 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act V, Scene 1, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1065.  
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“Gravedigger: It was the very day that the young Hamlet was born, he that is 

mad and sent into England. 

Hamlet: Ay, marry, why was he sent into England? 

Gravedigger: Why, because he was mad. He shall recover his wits there, or, 

if he do not, it’s no great matter there. 

Hamlet: Why? 

Gravedigger: ‘Twill not be seen in him there. There the men are as mad as 

he.”61 

Such lines have a double value, they give the audience the chance to 

laugh, people need this, and, moreover, they allow an adequate distance 

because we notice that what the clowns are saying is a discreet parallel to the 

real world. They are only suggestions, not straight-forward comments. The 

madness of the Englishmen was a proverbial joke at that time, just like the 

greed of the Dutch and the pride regarding the family tree in the case of 

those born in Wales.  

Even though the gravedigger has a direct dialogue with Hamlet he 

seems to not be contemporary with him. The differences between the two 

during their conversations are the “meat” of the scene. Importance through 

clowneries - this is what makes this scene famous. The gravediggers start the 

scene with what appears to be a most serious discussion, a philosophical 

argument, which ends up being funny. They use the word “offendendo” 

instead of the juridical “defendendo”, which, in Latin, means self-defence. 

Similarly, the gravedigger says “ergos” instead of “ergo”. Shakespeare 

makes these jokes for the people who know better, it’s a satire of the Italian 

humanists who were influenced by Aristotle and by the Latin classics or it’s 

a satire of the lawyers that try to determine exactly what took place and take 

radical attitude regarding this. In those times there was a famous case of a 

                                                           
61 Idem, p. 1066. 
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drowned judge. After long debates in the court of law it was difficult to 

determine if the drowned person went to the water or the water came to him! 

Shakespeare also satirizes the scholastic logic to which there is no 

truth if it is not the result of a syllogism created in conformity with the laws 

of logic of the Middle Ages. 

Hamlet’s line, when he is holding a skull in his hand as he says: 

“This fellow might be in’s time a great buyer of land, with his statutes, his 

recognizances, his fines, his double vouchers, his recoveries”62 is amusing 

because Shakespeare himself bought his house in New Place in Stradford-

upon-Avon about the same time when he was writing Hamlet. 

Another element of humour is placing a song in a grave. The 

gravedigger throws out of the grave skulls and bones as he sings. It’s a 

comical device highlighted by Hamlet himself: “Has this fellow no feeling of 

his business? He sings at grave-making”63. 

The fact that two clown-gravediggers raise religious problems about 

the Scriptures on the stage during religious tensions and religious hate is 

another signal from the author to his fellow countrymen, it’s a brave 

theatrical decision and it has great effect. In England, at that time, the 

religious problem was rather acute. The fact that Ophelia could have a 

Christian Burial, even though it seemed like she had killed herself was not 

just a gossip, it was an important issue at that time (if it were proven that she 

had killer herself, all her wealth would have been seized by the Royal house, 

so her descendants were doing everything possible to prove the contrary). 

                                                           
62 Idem, p. 1065. 
63 Ibidem. 

 



179 

 

The buffoon Feste from Twelfth Night seems like the incarnation of 

the buffoon we never laugh at. He is wise and quick-witted. His wittiness is 

doubled by a spontaneous almost instinctual understanding of the situations. 

Feste is the employee of Olivia and he seems to have been in this 

house for some time. He was the fool that cheered Olivia’s father so we can 

say that Feste is at least middle-aged, if not older. He sings cheerfully, sadly, 

tenderly or laud depending on what the situation called for. Sir Andrew, Sir 

Toby and even Duke Orsino praise his vocal virtues. Feste does not refrain 

from playing pranks, but he is also capable of wise words or biting advice. 

His lines, taken out of context, can become words of wisdom. 

In the entire play he is called by his name only once, when Curio 

answers duke Orsino’s question. Other than that, all throughout the play he is 

called “fool”. Feste is an unordinary fool because he offers his services to 

Orsino, which gets him in trouble sometimes. The first scene he has with 

Olivia is revealing. He manages to be in charge of the situation thanks to his 

wit, his courage and the reaction speed of his daring lines. Lines like: “better 

a witty fool, than a foolish wit”64 make us sympathetic and prove the 

simplicity yet effectiveness of his words. Sometimes he makes naughty jokes 

like: “Troth, sir, I can yield you none without words; and words are grown so 

false, I am loath to prove reason with them”65.  

Feste, even though he takes part in the play’s plot, is not the one who 

initiates it. He is only a participant, he has no initiatives. He amuses himself, 

but does not go beyond the line of a co-participant. Besides his humour and 

deep lines, we also find a touch of sadness. This sadness is present al 

throughout the play.  

                                                           
64 William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night, Act I, Scene 5, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 

Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 355. 
65 Idem, Act III, Scene I, p. 362. 
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It’s rather difficult to act this part. Many times, you have the 

sensation he is the spokesman for someone else, for Shakespeare of course, 

but he is a character that often you don’t know how to approach. He sings 

about the death of duke Orsino: “Not a flower, not a flower sweet/ On my 

black coffin let there be strown;/ Not a friend, not a friend greet/ My poor 

corpse, where my bones shall be thrown:/ A thousand thousand sighs to 

save,/ Lay me, O, where/ Sad true lover never find my grave,/ To weep 

there!”. A song heartbreakingly beautiful and sad only to then sing, rather 

howl: “Shut up, boy.”66 

He masterfully uses double meaning words: “I do live by the church; 

for I do live at my house, and my house doth stand by the church”67. 

He offers us a true life lesson by the means of a savoury like: “Marry, 

sir, they (my friends) praise me and make an ass of me;/ now my foes tell me 

plainly I am an ass: so that by/ my foes, sir I profit in the knowledge of 

myself,/ and by my friends, I am abused: so that,/ conclusions to be as kisses, 

if your four negatives/ make your two affirmatives why then, the worse for/ 

my friends and the better for my foes.”68 

Feste is smarter than his masters, who don’t love him. He is not like 

the fool from King Lear, a companion. His words have unexpected depths, 

they contain either trick questions, words with multiple meanings or 

conclusive answers and a lot of them can become words of wisdom. 

The buffoon or the fool from King Lear is a nameless character; he is 

just The Fool. He accompanies the king in his initiating journey. There is no 

contemporary comparison between the role that that the fool had at the 

king’s court and the one that he had in Shakespeare’s plays. He creates him 

                                                           
66 Idem, Act II, Scene 4, p. 359.  
67 Idem, Act III, Scene 1, p. 361. 
68 Idem, Act V, Scene 1, p. 372.   
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as a servant that could be punished and still the relationship between Lear 

and the Fool is one of friendship, even dependence. The buffoon comments 

on the events that Lear takes part in, he highlights the truth which is either 

knowingly ignored or just unnoticed by anyone. 

When Lear punishes Cordelia, the Fool realizes the mistake that his 

master has done, but instead of abandoning the king, he prefers to follow him 

along the experience of madness. The buffoon realizes that the only madness 

is seeing the world as being rational. Lear names his buffoon his personal 

philosopher. The fool is the voice of reason when Lear relinquishes his 

responsibilities and powers.  

Often the fools’ intelligence in Shakespeare’s grim plays has no trace 

of humour, or at least it seems so now. With the passing of time the 

meanings have changed and some of the jokes don’t work anymore.  

The Fool in King Lear ridicules the king’s actions and his current 

predicament. His quick-wit is present from the beginning of the play, when 

he puts himself against the king’s wrong decision to leave the kingdom. 

Then he clearly says that two of the daughters are lying to their father. He 

foresees the disaster that was to come. Jan Kott says in Shakespeare, our 

contemporary that the Fool in King Lear follows no ideology. He refuses, 

denies all the aspects of the law, of justice or of the moral code. He sees 

brute force and cruelty. He doesn’t hope and seeks no consolation in the 

existence of a natural or supernatural order that punishes evil and rewards 

goodness. Lear, who puts emphasis on being majestic, looks ridicule through 

the Fool’s eyes.  

The Clown from Othello has smaller part in comparison with his 

brother from King Lear or the Twelfth Night. In exchange, the comical 

character from Othello is Roderigo, who aspires to Desdemona’s hand and 

Iago takes advantage of him. Roderigo is rather a stupid character, not a wise 
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fool: “I confess it is my shame to be so fond, but it is not my virtue to amend 

it”69. He still has the power to conclude: “I am pursuing Desdemona, not like 

a successful hunting hound, but like one that cries from a dog pack. I have 

spent most of my money. Tonight, I have been thoroughly outwitted. Out of 

this experience, I have gained little. I will go home to Venice broke and 

outsmarted”70. I believe there is a great resemblance between him and Sir 

Andrew from Twelfth Night. 

 Touchstone from As You Like It, who says: “Chastity and beauty 

together in one woman is like sweetening sugar with honey”71 is a character 

with a particular sense of humour. He talks wisely about thing that scholars 

do without even thinking. His humour and wisdom come from his life 

experience. 

 Triculo from The Tempest is always together with Stephano and 

Caliban. He is part of this funny trio, very loud and full of playful ideas. It’s 

a very rewarding part that requires a lot of energy, imagination and comical 

talent. 

 Falstaff is one of the most well-known names from Shakespeare’s 

comic plays and not only. He is an old fat person, boastful, drunkard and 

womanizer, who loves to give advice. He is funny, with many sins, steals, 

lies, but what saves him is the fact that he has a lot of humour. He does not 

commit serious sins and this is why he does not get punished. He wants to be 

a guide, a kind of leader in prince Henry’s life, and as he is required to gather 

an army, Falsaff forms a unit of all the scums of the world: thieves, 

drunkards and crippled. He is afraid to fight, in his pistol’s holster he carries 

                                                           
69 William Shakespeare, Othello, Act I, Scene 3, op. cit., p. 1121. 
70 William Shakespeare, Othello, Act II, Scene 1, Shakespeare on the Double!, translated by 

Mary Ellen Snodgrass, Wiley Publishing, New Jersey, 2008, p. 107.  
71 William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act III, Scene 3, op. cit., 1991, p. 271. 
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a bottle and when he is attacked he plays dead, but he tells the story of how 

he killed Hotspur and he wants a reward for this.  

 Falstaff appears in the 1st and the 2nd parts of Henry IV and also in the 

Merry Wives of Windsor as a knight way past his prime who plans to have 

love affairs with the madams Ford and Page. He lives in delusion. He thinks 

he can seduce a woman and that his charms are irresistible. Sadly, for him, 

he will fall in the trap laid by the two madams. There is a great discrepancy 

between the truth and what he believes and this is where the comedy comes 

from: “Divide me like a bribe buck, each a haunch: I will/ keep my sides to 

myself, my shoulders for the fellow/ of this walk, and my horns I bequeath 

your husbands./ Am I a woodman, ha? Speak I like Herne the hunter?/ Why, 

now is Cupid a child of conscience; he makes/ restitution. As I am a true 

spirit, welcome!”72. 

 To conclude, the buffoons that were popular in those times have 

influenced all the theatrical forms that preceded the medieval theatre. 

Shakespeare’s fools were doubtlessly influenced by the cultural context and 

the historical environment in which they were created. Next came an era in 

which religion had great influence on society. It was a period of tribulation 

for the so called ritual characters. They tried to reform the theatre and to 

abandon this kind of characters. Only later, in the times of the vaudevilles 

these characters reappeared under different names. To survive, the clowns 

had to reinvent themselves and take advantage of every opportunity society 

offered them. The buffoon from the Renaissance is studied today as a 

cultural act that offered answers to a certain changing period of time. Theatre 

reflects these changes, it is an art that evolves alongside society as its mirror, 

and the buffoons, as we already said, are a mirror to the characters of 

Shakespeare’s plays and consequently to that world. But as the world, in its 

                                                           
72 William Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Act V, Scene 5, op. cit., p. 80. 
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essence… does not change much, we could say that the buffoons are a mirror 

to our world.  

 It might be interesting, in another paper, of course, to study the theme 

of present day buffoons… 
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William Shakespeare – The rule of the 

genius 
 

 

 

 

In England, everything the Renaissance produced seems to portray 

Queen Elizabeth’s genius mind, unique in the history of the English Crown. 

Queen Elizabeth I, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, is crowned at 

the age of 25 (1558) as leader of a poor country, with no vessels and little 

army, harassed by internal and external enemies and she brings a policy of 

peace within the country supporting commerce and culture. She was a 

scholar, linguist, theologian, musician, poet and a theatre, processions, 

hunting and dance enthusiast. Too clever to marry, she remained a virgin and 

used this as bait, particularly due to the fact that she was extremely 

charming, witty and, underneath her feminine look, had a real, masculine 

force. She always liked to take decisions on her own, without abusing her 

power, relying until her death on trusted advisers. She was wise enough to 

use the curiosity and courage of some half-pirate sailors that were allowed 

the gain of personal benefits by giving them prayer books and urging them to 

go at sea and conquer new colonies in the name of the motherland that will 

soon become a great naval power. And so, they travelled the world and 
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colonized America, beating the Spaniards73, meanwhile others, at home, 

encouraged by the Queen, opened joint ventures and the Royal Exchange. 

Blessed with good health, and more importantly with a sharp mind, her reign 

will last until the age of 70 when, not having children of her own, she will 

leave the throne to the son of the rival she previously had to kill, the famous 

Mary Stuart. 

Therefore, what we refer to as the Elizabethan Theatre is, in fact, the 

Elizabethan-Jacobean theatre. The only advantage of James I Stuart’s 

coronation was that through him, as King of Scotland, the two countries 

united with the Union of the Crowns, forming the land of the British. He was 

a lot weaker than Elizabeth, a pederast, a coward, he hated guns, he again 

turned the Court into a slave of monarchical adulations, but he was very fond 

of theatre and he would pay double for a custom performance just to surpass 

the Queen who paid ten pounds. Despite all of this, he was very fortunate 

during his kingdom because, while in Europe the Catholics and the 

Protestants were under constant war, England had been peacefully reformed, 

allowing the English to continue Elizabeth’s expansion policy and turn 

England into the biggest colonial Empire of modern history.  

Let us return to Elizabeth and her greatest servant, who was born six 

years after her coronation, in 1564, a year when England was hit by plague, 

disease from which he would escape a few times in his life. He probably 

learned to make gloves in his father’s shed, we known he wanted to become 

                                                           
73 This is the speech she gives the army in 1588, when the Spanish Armada was heading for 

England: “I know I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and 

stomach of a king, and of a king of England too, and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or 

any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders of my realm; to which rather than 

any dishonour shall grow by me, I myself will take up arms, I myself will be your general, 

judge, and rewarder of every one of your virtues in the field.” (It’s like hearing Will’s Henry 

V!) Anthony Burgess, Shakespeare, translated by Sorana Corneanu, Humanitas, 2002, p. 79. 
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a poet, that he was a teacher for a short period, that he studied to become a 

lawyer (some say, without ground, that he was a registrar, sergeant, even a 

sailor) and attended his first plays in his hometown, Stratford and even got to 

know the actors because his father, who became a chamberlain, distributed 

their pay when they arrived on tour. Married at the age of eighteen because 

he impregnated Anne Hathaway, even though he was in love with another 

Anne, he will be the father of three74. Wishing to live a life of prosperity and 

also because of Anne’s bickering, maybe even because of his abstinence 

(fearing to increase an already numerous family, because the Shakespeares 

lived in the same house with their parents and siblings75), William goes to 

London in 1587.  

As the Middle Ages theatre gets secularized, there is a need to find in 

it not only lessons but also entertainment. Let’s take a slight look at the past. 

Back in the day all the actors were amateurs. There were two types of shows: 

religious plays (mystery plays) performed by the craftsmen of guilds and 

semi-religious (performed by travelling companies) that were called morality 

plays because they were aiming to convey a moral lesson through allegorical 

means (by portraying characters such as Wisdom, Pleasure, Madness, 

Betrayal, Indignation, Stubbornness, Evil, Vengeance, Envy and so on. At 

the end of the 15th century morality plays start to intertwine with comic 

interludes later splitting into two forms: a popular version and an aristocratic 

one. The aristocratic morality plays were played in the courtyards and houses 

of noblemen, the popular ones in inns and fields. In the end, the best location 

for such an event would become the inner yard of an inn for a one-day 

performance, as the audience gladly attended, drinking beer or wine, and the 

                                                           
74 Susanna, the older one, his favourite, because she was the most gifted, smartest, most read 

and highly regarded in town, will be followed by twins Hamnet (who died at the age of 11 

when his grandfather received his long-awaited coat of arms) and Judith. 
75 One of them, Edmund, was an actor (but not in his brother’s company) and died young at 

the age of 27. 
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owners were very happy with their profit. Some clever entrepreneurs76 

actually took over London’s inns transforming them into theatres where 

Oxford and Cambridge scholars would supply texts trying to imitate Seneca.  

In 1592, London had three theatres. A band had between 8 and 14 

actors, males only which were even cast in female roles. These theatres were 

placed just outside London, in the so-called “free” area because none of the 

what we would nowadays call mayors trusted theatres as these could easily 

favour the spread of plagues and were gathering points for the homeless, 

criminals and places where the actors were not praised for delivering art but 

lies and sins. The above-mentioned theatres were the Theatre and the 

Curtain in the Northern part of London and the Rose in Southwark, South of 

the Thames, not too far from London Bridge. 

The Rose was host to Lord Strange’s Men, a distinguished 

company led by the best actor of those times - Edward Alleyn77, the genius 

performer of Marlowe’s tragic heroes. Only one week after Ned Alleyn’s 

great success with The Jew of Malta, he stars in another premiere that will 

establish a new record in terms of box office with a crowd of ten thousand 

people willing to see William Shakespeare’s Henry VI. From that point on, 

Shakespeare will become Marlowe’s number one competitor, but a direct 

                                                           
76 Towards the end of the sixteenth century, there were two forms of organizing theatre 

companies: 

- the actors depended on a contractor that rented them the theatre, costumes and props 

needed and financed them and the authors, but kept most of the proceeds from 

performances; 

- the main actors of the company united maintaining a share, as would be the case of 

Shakespeare’s company. 
77 Edward Alleyn (1566-1626), famous even before he turned 20, first played for the The 

Earl of Worcester’s Men and although he played mostly Marlowe’s plays (and those of 

Thomas Kid, being the impressive Hieronimo from “The Spanish Tragedy”), he was a great 

source of inspiration for Shakespeare. He was a prosperous, respected man, married the 

daughter of a nobleman, founded a college and knew, like his younger rival Richard 

Burbage, to amass a considerable fortune from theatre, which proves, once again, the 

passion and support of the English public of the time. 
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one only for a year, as Christopher will be murdered78. In 1593 the plague 

was so contagious that it killed roughly a thousand souls each week. Under 

royal protection, Ned Alleyn tours the countryside with his company for the 

rest of the year; alongside him Thomas Pope, John Heminges, Gus Philips, 

George Bryan and also William Kemp79 (all of them good and experienced 

actors which will take lead roles in Shakespeare’s plays, as we discover from 

the first edition of his work, published posthumously in 1623). William took 

another path, he went to the house of the Earl of Southampton, as a house 

poet, or as, in another way of phrasing it, a sort of friend. He needed a 

protector; he needed time to study the reviews and write. In the meantime, 

Lord Strange dies, and Alleyn’s actors were left to find another protector, so 

they eventually found Lord Hunsdon. This is how the most renowned 

company of the time is formed in 1954 under the name Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men, that also had the most important writer of the time on 

its side80, who was ending his apprenticeship and was about to write his 

                                                           
78 Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) was the same age as Shakespeare, but because he 

started early to write poetry and drama, he already had a reputation. But this reputation was 

not based solely on literary achievements. Born into a poor family, he had the good fortune 

to arrive to Cambridge, where he was drawn into the world of espionage. He will live a 

turbulent life between drunks and the boys he liked, always rowdy, always swearing and 

uttering his atheist speeches... or perhaps, as Anthony Burgess assumes, it was a means to 

cover his true activities. He died in 1593, killed with a dagger in his forehead after a brawl 

or, perhaps, an execution. 
79 Will Kemp, whom Shakespeare had met in Stratford in 1587, when the Queen Elizabeth’s 

Men Company was there on tour. He and Tarleton were the leading comedians of the 

company. Dick Tarleton was famous for his brilliant improvisations and his always-fresh 

gags, he was clever, but too sharp in tongue, upsetting even the Queen with his ironies (he is 

Yorick, according to researchers). After Tarleton died of a failed liver, Kemp and 

Shakespeare, who we do not know with certainty if he was part of the company, will head to 

Lord Strange’s Men. Kemp will be the company’s main clown, in a time where the trend is 

going from somersaults, glances and improvisation, towards rhetorical art, brilliantly done 

by Alleyn. 
80 As in Italy or Spain, each company had its playwright who also served as its director; he 

briefly explained how the actors have to play. Because the playwright was paid once per 

play, he had to write 3-4 each year, alone or in association with a colleague. The inspiration 

was primarily historical because the English audience had a particular predilection for 

grandiose, warlike actions, for titanic characters, because they all retained the memory of 
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biggest plays. They needed a stage to perform on, which they found at the 

Theatre.  

The Theatre was a well-built theatre, erected whilst Alleyn was still 

a child in 1576 by James Burbage81- who was the first trained English actor. 

His son, Richard Burbage (1567-1619), who was three years younger than 

Shakespeare, learnt the craft of acting from Ned Alleyn, but only to portray 

heroes and powerful characters, being incapable of dealing with the humour 

and romantic tenderness required by Shakespeare’s comedic roles. It is most 

likely that when Richard played the part of Nick Bottom from A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, he had the opportunity to parody his style, taking the tone 

form Thomas Kid’s Spanish Tragedy. “Burbage not only covered a broad 

emotional register and displayed physical agility, but he also knew a lot 

about the visual possibilities of the new type of theatre, including the value 

of realistic makeup.”82 He was a painter of portraits and he personally drew, 

in fine and delicately combined colours the faces of the boys that played 

female roles. Because, as we mentioned before, unlike Italy, England will 

not allow actresses to set foot on stage until mid-17th century, during the 

Restoration83. Dick Burbage will become the best actor of that time, giving 

                                                                                                                                                     
recent horrors that shook the whole country reaping a million souls. The Hundred Years’ 

War ended miraculously with the emergence of Joan of Arc, but was soon followed by the 

War of the Roses. 
81 James Burbage was a carpenter (just like the character in A Midsummer’s Night Dream) 

and had built his theatre by hand, a future model for “The Curtain”, “Blackfriars”, “The 

Rose”, “The Swan” or “Globe”. He is the inventor of the Elizabethan stage device. The 

theatre edifice was made of wood, the scene was open, surrounded on three quarters by 

spectators and because there was almost no background, they focused on delivering the 

lyrics. The popular Elizabethan theatres will gradually be replaced by closed theatres, 

especially during the Stuart reign (1603-1642). 
82 Anthony Burgess, op. cit., p. 144. 
83 The Stuarts and their Court bring back their taste for classical rules with their return from 

the French exile, and also actresses are given permission to go on stage. Alongside the great 

actor Thomas Betterton, others like Elizabeth Barry, Anne Bracegirdle, Anne Oldfield will 

know glory. 
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life to all of Shakespeare’s tragic characters with honesty, power and 

historical truth.  

In 1595-1596 London’s economic situation was deplorable; food was 

so expensive, that people would rebel all the time, while the Queen was 

finding it difficult to fight alongside the French against Catholic Spain. Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men sometimes performed at the Royal Castle, comedies of 

course, as there was already enough famine and grief on the streets. Satire 

was now the dominant genre on stage because man, although fallen, still 

required moral straightening. This is when Ben Johnson makes his 

appearance, he despised Shakespeare as he thought he was illiterate, 

incapable of writing a proper play, making it unnecessary long. Of course, 

Shakespeare was only interested in the unity of action and Johnson was 

convinced that “the audience’s attention needed to be focused by limiting 

time and space”. Perhaps, he says, Shakespeare cannot follow the rules of 

writing and that’s why it takes years in his plays for the plot to come to an 

end, that’s why it is set from one city to another, even in different countries. 

“The audience gets confused because you offer them too much information 

to chew on”84. This is probably how their heated arguments sounded like 

whilst having a pint and endlessly contradicting on art and its rules85. Of 

course, William invoked that great principle of Renaissance – „Ars imitatio 

rei”86 – as he never ignored the street life or what was happening on a 

macroscopic scale, where the Queen had to deal with French and Dutch 

ambassadors, Spanish threats or betrayers such as Essex. He would always 

                                                           
84 Anthony Burgess, op. cit., p. 171. 
85 It must be said that in 1580 Sir Philip Sidney published the essay “Defence of Poesy”, 

which introduces Aristotle and his Italian commentators to the British readers. In the same 

manner, the actor, playwright and translator of the works of Horace, Ben Jonson, is 

considered the first English critic, his “Discoveries made upon men and matter” (1641) 

made him a classic, which although contrary to the sense of Shakespeare’s drama has 

nevertheless a documentary value. 
86Ars imitatio rei - art is the imitation of things, therefore of the world. (Lat.) 
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keep in mind these details and use them at the right moment without putting 

his life or his actors’ life in danger. Art is art. The artist must observe, 

comment, but not get involved. This must have been his wise principle.  

He wasn’t interested in Johnson’s method of sharp satire, but also 

didn’t believe in the newly appeared “humorous man” concept that will 

spark a new dramaturgy with its own set of rules. The term that everyone 

talked about, “humour”, was used in connection to a sort of mechanistic 

psychology that linked the human temperament to the body’s elementary 

fluids. In the same manner matter was composed of four elements, blood, 

phlegm, anger (yellow bile) and melancholy (black bile), their respective 

proportion in the body gave man its temperament and influenced his mind: 

“If blood was predominant, man had a sanguine temperament; if phlegm was 

in a larger proportion, man was phlegmatic; and the choleric or furious and 

the melancholic or depressed were the ones where one bile was 

predominant... A normal man was the one whose humours were in perfect 

balance”87. Of course, the new writers were not interested by the “normal”. 

Maybe these were what Hamlet was referring to when he spoke to the actors 

about those performers that were arrogant and shouted like Termagant or 

Herod. Perhaps Shakespeare the writer would sometimes be amused by such 

empiric beliefs, he who observed man and studied him in all the complexity 

of his interdeterminations, but Shakespeare the actor and director was at least 

as determined as Hamlet in his lesson towards actors when he seems to say: 

“Not like this!” and “Here are the rules! Hold on to them!” or, in his own 

words, „There; my blessing with thee! And these few precepts in thy 

memory...”88 

                                                           
87 A. Burgess, op. cit., p. 164. 
88 The words that start Polonius’s advice to his son, Laert, a fragment which, although small, 

is the essence of the Renaissance thinking, a catechism of wise behaviour. 
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Hamlet had its premiere at The Globe, which was built in 1599 out of 

necessity because the owner of the land where the Theatre was, as the lease 

was coming to an end and because of the notoriety of Lord Chamberlain’s 

Men proposed a scandalous rent that the Burbage brothers refused. They 

started searching and manage to buy a garden near Maid Lane. They needed 

money, of course. The Burbage brothers offered half, the other half was 

supplied by Hemings, Philips, Pope, Kemp and Shakespeare. They hired a 

builder and because they ran out of money, they went and dismantled and 

brought back piece by piece their former theatre. After all, the wood 

belonged to James Burbage! 

In the oval space, “The Wooden O”, with all the data we know 

(prolonged proscenium, niche with curtain in the back, above a terraced 

gallery, above that, the musicians’ gallery, a spacious cellar with hatch), the 

actors would first play Henry V. On the building they hanged an eloquent 

flag: Hercules holding the world on his shoulders, and the motto of the 

theatre will be: “Totus mundus agit histrionem”, in other words “All the 

world’s a stage”. So, if the world is shaped as a globe, the stage will be 

named The Globe.  

It is said that you don’t pick the subject but the subject picks you. 

Shakespeare was not the one who chose Hamlet’s story. Dick Burbage 

stumbled upon it in an old crate alongside one of Thomas Kid’s older plays. 

Dick, the great actor, would play the part of Hamlet and would bring all 

those glorious applauses from the audience. The question is, who stars next 

to him at the 1601 premiere? Jack Heminges, Gus Phillips, Tom Pope, 

George Bryan, Harry Condell, Will Sly, Dick Cowly, Jack Lowin, Sam 

Cross, Alex Cook, Sam Gilburne, Robin Arnim, Will Ostler, Nat Field, Jack 

Underground, Nick Tooley, Willie Ecclestone, Joseph Taylor, Benfield and 

Gough, Dicky Robinson, Shank and Rice. One hell of a line up! We also 
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know something about Robin Arnim, a young man that Shakespeare 

discovered and taught the craft. He was born to be a comedian – “Not the old 

crooked buffoon, good only for somersaults and nonsense, but one capable 

of wise remarks, subtle observations, a character with his special melody and 

pathos”89. Robin would be the one to play the parts of Touchstone in How 

You Like It, Feste in Twelfth Night and even the Fool in King Lear. About 

Robinson we know he was Ben Johnson’s favourite actor and Rice rose to 

fame with Sir Hugh Evans or with Glendower. 

But what about Shakespeare? He will play the Ghost. In fact, he 

would always choose supporting roles like guard, fifth gentleman... Modesty 

or efficiency? We’re not sure, but what we do know is that a writer has a lot 

to learn from a Burbage or Arnim, and a director needs to observe the 

performance in order to make amendments. 

What Shakespeare told them when explaining the roles or when 

drawing comments in rehearsals or after the play was, of course, similar to 

what Hamlet tells the actors arrived at Elsinore: “Speak the speech, I pray 

you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it, 

as many of your players do, I had as lief the town crier spoke my lines. Nor 

do not saw the air too much with your hand thus, but use all gently, for in the 

very torrent, tempest, and (as I may say) whirlwind of passion, you must 

acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness. Oh, it offends 

me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to 

tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who for the most part 

are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb-shows and noise. I would have 

                                                           
89 A. Burgess, op. cit., p. 179.  
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such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant. It out-Herods Herod90. Pray 

you, avoid it. 

Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion be your tutor. 

Suit the action to the word, the word to the action, with this special 

observance that you o’erstep not the modesty of nature. For anything so 

overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first and 

now, was and is to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature, to show virtue her 

own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his 

form and pressure. Now this overdone or come tardy off, though it make the 

unskillful laugh, cannot but make the judicious grieve, the censure of the 

which one must in your allowance o’erweigh a whole theatre of others. Oh, 

there be players that I have seen play and heard others praise (and that 

highly), not to speak it profanely, that, neither having th’ accent of Christians 

nor the gait of Christian, pagan, nor man, have so strutted and bellowed that I 

have thought some of nature’s journeymen had made men and not made 

them well, they imitated humanity so abominably. 

[...] And let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set 

down for them, for there be of them that will themselves laugh to set on 

some quantity of barren spectators to laugh too, though in the meantime 

some necessary question of the play be then to be considered. That’s 

villainous, and shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses it.”91 

(„Hamlet” - 1601, Act III, Scene 2) 

Therefore, the actor has to follow Aristotle’s mimesis rule alongside 

Horatio’s measure which is to be translated in the era AD as Christian and 

                                                           
90 In medieval mystery plays, played by craftsmen from guilds, the role of Herod was the 

hardest, requiring hysterical screams. It may be that Shakespeare saw a furious Herod on 

any of the craftsmen’s stages, or at least heard from his father the way they traditionally 

played the role. 
91 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, The Complete Works 

of Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 1048. 
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artistic common sense. Or the directing norm is the truth (verisimilar as 

“mirror of nature”) and the rule is measure. The actor must not offend his 

Maker, which made him harmonious, and also must not upset the only 

person with a bright mind just to be liked by a crowd of fools; if one does 

such a thing, if he adds words to his script, or he laughs when he ought to be 

serious, he proves himself too ambitious and is considered nothing more than 

a clown. The requirement to fit word with deed and deed with word refers, 

on one hand, to measure in gestures and speech, but also that these must be 

thought-out, justified, must be born simultaneously, must express, as we 

would say today, thought and inner thinking and inwardness in an “organic” 

manner.  

Behold, thus, a lesson in acting. We can tell it to students on the first 

or last day of school. Being Shakespeare, it’s a testament. Meaning 

something to be respected. 

There is more though. In Act II, when Rosencrantz and afterwards 

Polonius let Hamlet know the actors have arrived, the opportunity arises for 

another type of observations. A theatre company, Shakespeare says, “would 

earn much more in terms of reputation and money if only they’d stay put”; 

theatre companies have a diverse repertoire of plays that are played just as 

well whether these were created by the “rule” (following the rule of three 

unities) or on the contrary. Most interesting is Shakespeare’s take on children 

being put to act too early in their lives. In 1953 a company of young boys 

worked in London – The Children of the Chapel, for whom John Lily (the 

father of British euphemism, gongorism) would write ultra-refined comedies 

full of wordplays that delighted the high-class audience (which didn’t know 

what a tyrant Lyly was with the kids!) with their charm and became a fierce 

rival for the companies of grownups. Their subjects were stolen from other 

theatres, which wasn’t unusual because you would often find someone in the 
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audience who would go home after making notes and then write down the 

story as much as he could remember. Hamlet refers to these “little eyases, 

that cry out on the top of questions” when he says “Will they pursue the 

quality no longer than they can sing? Will they not say afterwards, if they 

should grow to common players - as it is most like, if their means are no 

better - their writers do them wrong to make them exclaim against their own 

succession”. So Shakespeare is devoted to educating his audience. He also 

does that when Hamlet extends his arm to Guildenstern, in order not to 

offend him as he gives a warm and ceremonious greeting to the actors. 

But, because Shakespeare has such a great sense of humour, he 

illustrates a perfect example of histrionics (in a bad way, as histrionic in a 

good way must be the actor that plays it), an example of amateurism 

(inspired perhaps by the medieval craftsmen, as their “craft” could be 

recognized in many actors) at one that has all the attributes and that make 

you laugh: Nick Bottom, from A Midsummer Night’s Dream played in 1595 

at the wedding of the Earl of Derby and Lady Elizabeth de Vere, where 

Queen Elizabeth and her Court were present. The play was obviously a last-

minute royal request, as it was usually the case. This is why the scenes have 

been written in such manner that they can be rehearsed separately and the 

characters were tailored for men, as is the case of Thisbe. In the play – again 

a wedding – that of Theseus, Duke of Athens. But let’s return to Nick 

Bottom the one capable of... making it all split: “If I do it, let the audience 

look to their eyes; I will move storms, I will condole in some measure. To 

the rest: yet my chief humour is for a tyrant: I could play Ercles rarely, or a 

part to tear a cat in, to make all split. The raging rocks And shivering shocks 

Shall break the locks Of prison gates; And Phibbus’ car Shall shine from far 

And make and mar The foolish Fates. This was lofty! Now name the rest of 
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the players. This is Ercles’ vein, a tyrant’s vein; a lover is more condoling”92. 

But such an actor couldn’t play just one role, he could thin his voice in order 

to play Thisbe or thicken his voice in order to roar as a lion so that the Duke, 

forgetting his rank, stood up and shouted “Encore, the lion! Encore, the lion! 

Roar again!” The line, addressed to the Earl of Derby, surely amused him, as 

it amused the queen and the bride the fact that the not so clever Nick Bottom 

didn’t understand theatrical convention. Meaning, the court ladies needed a 

prologue that explains Pyramus doesn’t stab himself and the lion is not a real 

lion. Or maybe it’s an overnight trick to obtain more words to say? 

Anyhow, it’s clear that the English theatre had evolved much from 

craftsmen like Alleyn and him towards Dick Burbage’s Hamlet. From 

emphasis to realism in just a few years! We dare to say and we’re surely not 

wrong, that it’s Shakespeare’s merit. 

 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

 

1. Brăescu, Ion, Clasicismul în teatru, Ed. Meridiane, Bucureşti, 1971. 

2. Burgess, Anthony, Shakespeare, traducere Sorana Corneanu, Ed. Humanitas, 

2002. 

3. Călinescu, Matei, Clasicismul, Ed. Tineretului, Bucureşti, 1968. 

4. Gheorghiu, Mihnea, Scene din viaţa lui Shakespeare, Ed. Tineretului, 

Bucureşti, 1960. 

5. Kott, Jan, Shakespeare, contemporanul nostru, traducere Ana Livescuşi Teofil 

Roll, ELU, 1969. 

6. Pandolfi, Vito, Istoria Teatrului Universal, Ed. Meridiane, Bucureşti, 1971. 

7. Popovici, Adriana Marina, Lungul drum al teatrului către sine, Ed. Anima, 

Bucureşti, 2000.  

8. William Shakespeare, The Complete Works of Shakespeare, Collins London 

and Glashow, 1991. 

 

                                                           
92 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I, Scene 2, op. cit., p. 201. 



199 

 

Romina Sehlanec, Phd II 

 

 

The Expressiveness of The Creative 

Body and Shakespeare 

 
 

 

The actor’s meeting with the audience as well as with their partners 

in the work space is synthesized in a conceptual term that has to do with the 

main quality of the theatrical art. The fact that the theatrical performance 

unravels in real time, which is the same for both the audience and the actor, 

ultimately generates the need to be “present” in each moment of their 

existence on stage. This “presence” can be obtained as a result of psycho-

physical training. 

Jane Goodall phrases two definitions of the concept of presence: 

“firstly, the intrinsic, mysterious presence, where the inner strength radiates 

without, and secondly, the presence which has been constructed through the 

skills and the technique that the actor develops during their training”93. Erika 

Fisher - Lichte differentiates between the inner presence of the actor’s body 

from a phenomenological point of view and the actor’s active ability to 

“control both the space and the audience’s attention through the mastering of 

certain techniques and practices that the spectator responds to” - 

empathically and physically. 

                                                           
93 Jane Goodall, The Transformative Power of Performance, Routledge, 2008. 
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The concept of presence can be decrypted through the analysis of the 

active relationship between the audience and the actor, something to which 

many theatrical researchers paid close attention. 

A key aspect was analysing and enabling the actor to live the present 

moment, this being the main source of energy and power. Stanislavsky 

discovered this fact, defining acting as a life “experience”.  

Lecoq encouraged the energetic answer of the actor through the term 

“playful spontaneity”, Meisner emphasized the “reality of doing” (acting), 

Grotowski discovered the “cycle of live impulses”, and Brook searched 

within the actor the state of “openness and instantaneity” which he called 

“Transparency”. All of these definitions are linked to the same aspect, 

namely the coordination between the actor’s body and mind. By focusing the 

energy on the creative body, the actor can fully engage in the process of 

representation, interpretation, and conveying of the message desired by them 

as well as by the director. 

The concept of “somatic acting”, phrased by Bonie Bainbridge Cohen 

in “The Body-Mind Centering”, underlines the connection between the 

actor’s body (analysed from an anatomical and biological point of view) and 

their psyche. Starting from the premise that “your body is not an instrument, 

it’s you”, they analyse the fact that the physical sensation is directly 

connected to the memory of the senses and creates the basis in the process of 

constructing the physical behaviour during the present moment of the stage 

performance, as well as in rehearsal.  

The term “soma” is defined by Thomas Hanna in order to 

differentiate between the body of the experience in contrast with the 

objectified body”. The somatic body defines what the actor is and not what 

one can see in a photograph. Connecting body to reason implies 



201 

 

synchronizing the activity of the body with that of the mind – “learning to 

base your expression of sensation”94. 

While searching for the creative stimulus, working with the whole 

being, the technique of the wholesome actor can be achieved, the actor who 

can both feel and analyse each stage of their process of becoming. The fact 

that Shakespeare talks about “the passionate desire of the people for a better 

life, their outrage about the injustices of the existing order, their thirst for 

action, their love of life, their intransigence towards all aspects of social 

evil”95 makes it necessary that the dramatic characters that they create be 

tackled both from a physical expressiveness perspective and mental 

elasticity. Shakespeare’s philosophy varies from topic to topic and is never 

static, says G. Knight96. Thus, the actor has a real need to know their ow 

body in detail and, above all, to control the oscillation between balance and 

imbalance. With the help of Shakespeare, the emerging actor can shape their 

own method of tackling the art of acting but, in order to become king, 

fighting for truth, dying for love, or sacrificing one’s own happiness in 

favour of another’s happiness as Shakespeare’s characters do, the actor needs 

to have a varied vocabulary of physical expressiveness which facilitates their 

ethical and moral understanding of the choices that Shakespeare’s characters 

make. 

Michael Chekhov’s fascination with the imaginary always drew him 

to Shakespeare. He believed that every artist needed to be capable of 

working in a disciplined manner with the images that come forth in a dream 

state. The job of the actor is to become an active participant to the process of 

imagination rather than being a passive dreamer. They need to bring back 

from the world of imagination on stage and to bring it to life. Working on 

                                                           
94 Smith Taavo, On Somatic Acting, Perfformio, 2010. 
95 A. Anixt, Istoria Literaturii Engleze, Ed. Științifică, 1961. 
96 Wilson G. Knight, Principles of Shakesperean Production, Penguin Books, 1936. 
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staging the play Twelfth Night, Chekhov began to shape the idea of the 

psychological gesture. This says that “The actor should never be worried... 

about talent... but rather... about their lack of training... their lack of 

understanding the creative process”97. 

Twelfth Night is a powerful example in which the necessity of the 

physical availability of the actors playing Shakespeare’s parts is synthesized. 

The crossdresser, for example, a character that appears in the work of the 

great playwright, is a particularly demanding dramatic character both 

psychologically and physically, as “Disguise, (...) thou art a wickedness/ 

Wherein the pregnant enemy does much”98. 

Jan Kott says that crossdressing involves the transformation of the 

individual from both a sacred and a profane point of view, “it is the 

realization of the eternal dream of the humans to surpass the borders of their 

own body and of their own sex”99. Using the principle of professor Ion 

Cojar: building a dramatic character always starts from the individuality of 

the interpreter’s being, Shakespeare proposes, in his writing, characters that 

imply an extraordinary physical availability, as “the human being itself is 

someone special, someone that resembles them and at the same time a 

distinct being”100. The life of the actor who is willing to reach the peaks of 

artistic performance that the British playwright imposes encompasses two 

sides: that of the non-actor human, within which daily habits unravel 

following the succession of normality and that of the actor human/of the 

extra-ordinary life which involves daily physical training of body and mind. 

                                                           
97 Michael Chekhov, On the Technique of Acting, Harper Resource Book, 1991. 
98 William Shakespeare, The Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene 2, The Complete Works of 

Shakespeare, Collins London and Glashow, 1991, p. 356. 
99 Jan Kott, Shakespeare, contemporanul nostru, Ed. Pentru Literatură Universală, p. 265. 
100 Ibidem. 
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On the other hand, the part of the buffoon in Twelfth Night is one that 

requires a good physical shape from the actor, as all buffoon and mystical 

Shakespeare characters ought to have the capacity to travel Enormous 

distances, perform tricks, play instruments, be acrobats, render themselves 

invisible, unobserved, while at the same time drawing attention when 

necessary. The buffoon in the above - mentioned comedy is the only one that 

can travel throughout the castle, play the tambourine, and drink with Sir 

Tony and Sir Andrew without losing their sharpness of mind and playfulness 

of their body. The statement of Jan Kott, despite its sarcasm which is fully 

worthy of appreciation, spurs the actor on to movement and dancing: “If the 

world has gone upside down, the only right attitude towards it is to 

tumble”101. 

Shakespeare’s characters have a depth of understanding of life both 

somatically and psychologically. They have the capacity to self-analyse and 

submerge in the deepest Tenebrae of human condition in order to bring to 

light the most sombre thoughts and facts which, in fact, are typical of 

contemporary people. The humour of the great Will is what offers relief to 

the situation most of the time, and in order to understand the irony of life that 

he so justly portrays, the actor needs the corporal instrument, as sometimes 

accepting certain life situations goes beyond reason and is based on primal, 

spontaneous knowledge, based on sensations and perceptions. I order to 

regain the capacity to know based on senses (here encompassing all five 

senses, as well as the survival instinct and automatic or instantaneous 

reactions of the body), the actor seeks to discover something in every day of 

their existence, analyse themselves, look for motivation in certain attitudes, 

concepts or reactions, thus giving themselves the freedom to act without a 

                                                           
101 Idem, p. 265. 
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given plan. At the same time, Shakespeare offers great support in acting 

pedagogy. “Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion be your 

tutor. Suit the action to the word, the word to the action, with this special 

observance that you overstep not the modesty of nature. For anything so 

overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first and 

now, was and is to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature”102. The measure 

that the actor searches for on stage is the equivalent of the sense of truth, of 

the typically human experiencing and of natural reactions, without pathos or 

exaggeration. The human body is similar to a wrapping which, through 

training, can show the interior of the gift, namely the vortex of emotion, the 

oscillation between balance and imbalance. Thanks to the palate of 

impressive characters that Shakespeare offers to the world: kings, heroes, 

usurpers and usurped, soldiers, clerics, murderers, simple people, stricken, 

suicidal, nurses, strumpets, lovers, the student actor can discover the whole 

human universe by looking through a magnifying glass to the inside and the 

outside of their being. 

Each of these archetypes that the great playwright puts forward has a 

certain style of walking, eating, fighting, dressing, in short, a typical corporal 

behaviour, and the study of these individual particularities unshackles the 

actor from the preconceived ideas about the way of tackling the art of acting. 

The knowledge of these matters takes place in time, as a result of careful 

study of movement and stillness, for “the one to whom nature has granted the 

makings of a comedian does not excel in their art until they have acquired a 

vast experience, when the burning of passion has burned out, when the mind 

is peaceful, and the soul is tamed”103 because “we want the woman to 

collapse decently, slowly, and that the hero die as the gladiator in ancient 

                                                           
102 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Act III, Scene 2, op. cit., p. 1048.   

103 Denis Diderot, Paradox despre actor, Nemira, 2010, p. 51. 
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times, in the middle of the arena, in the applause of the circus, with grace, 

with dignity, with an elegant and picturesque attitude. Who, I wonder, will 

meet our expectations?”104. Shakespeare comes to answer this question by 

creating countless matrixes for the actors both from a physical and a mental 

point of view, which can be used by every theatre practitioner to discover 

their own emotional valences and corporal possibilities. This structure is so 

close to perfection that the pentameter interrupts when the speaker loses their 

balance. Thus, what often frightens the young actor when they begin to meet 

Shakespeare’s texts, namely the poetry imposed by the verse which does not 

only show lyricism but also dramatic action, is only there to support the 

discovery of verbal and non-verbal language that the playwright proposes.  

The punctuation marks are used not only in order to create musicality 

and to give the interpreter time to stop, to act, so that they can then continue 

in their journey towards the listener. Cecily Berry says: “what words should 

do is trouble, enchant, provoke - not make sense”105. 

In their method of approaching the Shakespearian universe, they 

suggest that the purpose of acting class should be to honour the imaginary, 

the rhythm, and the physical action, keeping the sonority of Shakespeare’s 

texts as if they were written for a contemporary show. The extravagance of 

the language must express the sentiment of the contemporary world as 

strongly as in the past. Bogdana Darie says “in the study of the art of acting 

(...) we tackle Shakespeare’s playwriting as a theme of study of the human 

nature in its relationship to society since forever. It is, in fact, the only way in 

which we can find ourselves again, discover and place ourselves as close to 

the hot core of the situations that Shakespeare has portrayed”106. What is 

                                                           
104 Idem, p. 47. 
105 Berry Cecily, Working Shakespeare, LIC. 
106 Mihaela Bețiu, Bogdana Darie, Mircea Gheorghiu, Marius Gîlea, Liviu Lucaci, Dana 

Rotaru, Shakespeare în studiul artei actorului, UNATC PRESS, 2016. 
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unique about Shakespeare is that not only did he de-structure and analyse in 

detail the human being, he also wrote in spoken language. Somehow, he 

captured the essence of the need of people to express themselves - the sound 

and movement of their thoughts. There is something special in the musicality 

of his language, which contains deep meanings. It is that sound which 

determines the spectator to listen and the actor to move with their whole 

being. For these reasons is Shakespeare not only a playwright, but also a 

pedagogue of the art of acting. Without any means of corporal expressivity, 

the interpreter not only does not capture the attention of the spectator, but is 

also incapable of conveying the desired message or relate to their partners.  

Thus, the one who is well familiar with the human nature is a 

protector of those who gave their life for art, as they don’t let them fall into 

mediocrity, but quite the opposite, offers them the complete list of 

instruments in need of practice, therefore enabling the actor to create their 

own technique which will serve them in the approach of other dramatic texts, 

both historical and contemporary. 
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