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THE GUILD SHAKESPEARE

acutely aware of how much more I'd like to know about
the comedy, not to mention the works of Shakespeare generally.

I'm reminded of my first exposure to the mysteries of this
brilliant playwright during my days at the Juilliard School’s actor-
training program in New York, and I feel as if I am back at the
beginning, understanding little or nothing at all. T suspect that it
is at least partly for this reason that people in the theatre are
drawn to Shakespeare: because no matter how well we think
we’ve managed to get inside a particular character or play, an-
other look will tell us just how much we have yet to grasp. This is
the wonder of this immortal genius, and it is from the viewpoint
‘of an actress who stands in awe of him that I return to The
Merchant of Venice, as if for the first time, now.

I've been asked what I found most challenging about playing
Portia. I think that one of the greatest difficulties the part
presents is that of portraying a girl who is transforming herself
into a woman. Portia starts out in the play confined by the restric-
tions of her dead father. Through the casket sequences she be-
gins to flower as an autonomous personality. By the Trial Scene,
and even more by the last scene in the play, she’s a woman who
takes control. But she does so with a great sense of humor, with a
spritely charm and lightness.

Portia is the ultimate good girl. She’s impish, and in the first
scene in which we see her she is openly questioning the will of a
father who has deprived her of the ability to choose her own
husband. By the end of the scene, she is convinced that her wise
father truly loved her and meant well by what he did, and so she
decides that it would not be right to rebel against the conditions
he’s imposed upon her. (One of the touches I enjoy in the play, by
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When I was asked to write this Foreword, I was in Washington’s
Shakespeare Theatre at the Folger, performing the role of Portia
in Michael Langham’s spring 1988 production of The Merchant of
Venice. With the exhilaration and self-confidence that comes from
hearing applause, I agreed wholeheartedly and with great enthu-
siasm to share my thoughts about the play. Now, more than two
years later, with my vivid memories of the experience fading, I am

KELLY McGILLIS played Portia in a 1988 production of The Merchant of
Venice at Washington’s Shakespeare Theatre at the Folger. In 1989 she
returned there to appear as Viola in Twelfth Night, directed by artistic
director Michael Kahn. For the role of Viola in Twelfth Night she received
a Helen Hayes Award. Earlier Miss McGillis had won plaudits for the role
of Nina in a Kennedy Center production of 4 Seagull, directed by Peter
Sellars. She is best known, however, for her work in such films as Reuben,
Reuben, Witness, Top Gun, and The Accused. Currently she is producing and
starring in a film of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.
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the way, is that Portia’s problem is not unique: it has a parallel in

Jessica. In her case, aliving father’s intolerable domination forces

a daughter who feels unloved to flee rather than remain obedi-
ent.)

Some people believe that when Bassanio comes to woo Por-
tia, she gives him an unfair advantage over the other suitors. I
disagree. In my view, Portia wouldn’t do that; she wouldn’t dis-
obey her father. But Nerissa has fewer scruples about helping
Bassanio find the way to Portia’s heart, and in Michael Langham’s
directing of that scene the song that hints at the lead casket was
presented as Nerissa’s idea, not Portia’s.

I came to the Trial Scene with an open mind. I rehearsed it
many different ways, trying to figure out whether Portia knew
exactly what she was going to do before she showed up in the
Venetian courtroom. I tried to ask questions of the playwright, to
explore what choices the scene leaves open to the actress playing
Portia. Even though everybody I knew of who had done the scene
or commented on it was convinced that Portia had everything
worked out in advance, I wasn’t so sure. I was curious to find out
what would happen if she didn’t know what she needed to know
—what it would be like for her to discover it right there. For me it
made the scene more immediate. And even though the director’s
eventual decision was to present Portia as a trial judge who pro-
ceeded from a well-planned script, I continued to feel that there
might be some degree of spontaneity and improvisation in Por-
tia’s approach to the courtroom situation.

I don’t see Portia as out to get Shylock. She’s horrified by
what he plans to do, and she knows she has an ace in her pocket—
the law—that will enable her to prevent him from carrying out his
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designs. But she doesn’t want to have to play her ace, and she
hopes that Shylock will relent without being compelled to do so.
She’d much prefer to have Shylock change his mind. But he just
keeps on pushing for justice. Portia gives him every opportunity
to avoid the trap he’s putting himself into. Several times she asks
him, “Are you sure? Are you sure?”” But he refuses to listen, and
eventually she has to teach him a lesson about what justice really
means.

In the Folger production, Michael Langham omitted the
lines in which Antonio says that Shylock must convert to Chris-
tianity if he wishes to retain his means of making a living. In my

. opinion this was a good cut, given the differences between the
beliefs that prevailed in Shakespeare’s society and those that
audiences bring to the theatre today. It seems to me that to make
Shylock become a Christian in a modern production of The Mer-
chant of Venice is to imply that he behaves as he does, not because
he’s a vengeful man, but because he’s Jewish. I'd hate to have a
performance of the play give the impression that all Jews are like
Shylock, and that the only cure for such behavior is a new reli-
gion.

Many people take this play to be the story of Shylock. I see it
as much more evenly divided among the characters. It’s named
for the Merchant of Venice, and one could argue that it’s his story
ifit belongs primarily to one person. For me, it’s fundamentally a
play about love and about sacrifice. You have echoes of love
throughout, and the play ends, not with the courtroom, but with
the lovers. The final scene takes place in Belmont with the lovers
becoming reunited and reinstating their vows to one another. 'm
bothered by productions in which the play stops abruptly after
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to say to me is Portia. I find that people respond to her; they like
her, they admire her, and they learn from her.

I never cease to be amazed by Shakespeare’s female charac-
ters. So many of them—Viola and Rosalind, for example—seem
to me to be the very embodiment of womanhood. They are in-
sightful and intuitive. They are neither belittling nor pitying, and
certainly not self-pitying. They make astonishing sacrifices, but
they do so in an unassuming way that can make us overlook the
fact that they really are bestowing great gifts. And perhaps the
most wonderful of them all is Portia: an all-encompassing, all-
embracing woman, a woman who exudes great love and great joy.
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the Trial Scene. I think that does a disservice to the playwright. It
is very unfair to characters other than Shylock, and to other
relationships in the play, and it leaves the comedy with no resolu-
tion.

I’'m sometimes asked if I think that Portia sees Antonio as a
rival for the love of Bassanio. I don’t at all. One of the wonderful
things about Portia is that right after Bassanio picks the correct
casket, and then news comes from Venice about Antonio’s plight,
Portia tells Bassanio to return to Venice immediately. It’s her
wedding night, and that’s beautiful self-sacrifice. It’s not trite; she
says what she means, because she fully understands how deep
and important the relationship between Bassanio and Antonio is.
Then, of course, she herself goes to the courtroom to save
Antonio’s life. After the trial, when Antonio comes to Belmont,
she says, and means, ““Sir, you are very welcome.”” I can’t see why
anyone would choose to play Portia as though she were jealous of
Bassanio’s love for Antonio, when the script shows so clearly that
she’s not.

Nowadays Antonio tends to be depicted as a man with a
homosexual attachment to Bassanio. I have to say that I consider
that a mistake too. In this play Shakespeare treats love in a very
poetic way. He conveys a sense of the kind of love that transcends
the physical, a selfless love that matters more than life itself. It’s
very demeaning to Bassanio and Antonio’s love for each other for
it to be reduced to an erotic relationship.

I really like this play. It’s a great play for modern audiences. I
find the characters beautiful—even Shylock, because it seems to
me that he does learn something in the end about justice and
mercy. But the person in The Merchant of Venice who has the most
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No evidence exists that Love’s Labor’s Lost had any kind of popu-
larity from Shakespeare’s day until early in the twentieth century.
Indeed it bears the distinction, together with Troilus and Cresida, of
having enjoyed over three hundred years of almost total neglect.
But the gradual reappraisal of the stage-worthiness of Shake-
speare’s works that occurred in the first part of this century led to
the discovery that what seemed on the page the most relentlessly
Elizabethan play of them all could be revealed in performance as a
fresh, accessible, and brilliant work of art.

Failing miserably at various attempts to read it, my first expe-

MICHAEL LANGHAM has been Artistic Director of The Stratford Festi-
val of Canada and The Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis. He is currently
Director of the Drama Division at the Juilliard School in New York.
Among his numerous directorial credits are a French version of Richard
111, a Dutch version of The Merry Wives of Windsor, and The Prime of Miss
Jean Brody on Broadway.
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rience of the play was in the theatre at Stratford-on-Avon in a
production by a novice director named Peter Brook. I must con-
fess that the Watteau-inspired, exquisitely sad quality of the pro-
duction excited me far more than the play. But it did serve to
introduce me to a work that I subsequently grew to love.

Let us briefly review the plot. The young King of Navarre
and three friends, in pursuit of immortality, decide to drop out of
society and seclude themselves within the King’s court for three
years’ undistracted study. So earnest is this new-born ““Academe”
in its attempt to prolong life by turning its back on it that all four
“scholars” sign an oath denying them the company of women for
the duration.

Almost before the ink is dry on the King’s edict forbidding
such converse, four lovely distractions appear at the gate: the
Princess of France and three ladies-in-waiting. Their mission is
diplomatic, and the King is forced to relax his rules long enough
to conduct state affairs. Because of the oath the ladies are lodged
in a tent in the royal park.

State affairs become affairs of the heart as each of the young
men grows infatuated with each of the young women. Love verses
are secretly delivered, but not secretly enough, and the men find
each other out. When their outrage has dissolved, through the
thrilling discovery of mutual guilt, into a deeper comradeship,
some brilliantly self-deluding rationalizations persuade them
that their loving is, after all, “lawful’” and that their oaths are not,
in fact, broken. Whereupon they abandon their studies and
openly turn all their energies to the winning of the Princess and
her ladies.

From the start of the “Academe” it is clear that essential
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conquer their loved ones. But the ladies are ruthless in their
mockery of this ostentatious rhetoric, these ill-conceived con-
ceits; what is more, they regard any declarations of love made by
such perjurers with the deepest suspicion. The men retreat with
bruised pride to the sidelines and are replaced by Armado and
company in “The Pageant of the Nine Worthies.”

This show proves extraordinarily inept, and the King’s men
seize on it as an excuse to unload their bitterness—verbally lacer-
ating each performer. The Curate and the Schoolmaster, stunned
by the abusive hilarity, retire in disarray. Armado struggles
gamely to do his best by Hector (the Worthy he is playing):

-“Sweet chucks,” he says, “beat not the bones of the buried; when
he breathed he was a man.” But then Costard caps his ordeal by
spitefully naming Armado the father of the child now stirring in
Jaquenetta’s belly. As the scandalized gasps subside, “Hector”
responds memorably: “Dost thou infamonize me among
potentates? Thou shalt die!” The mocking and heckling intensi-
fies, now turning quite savage and frenzied, until it is gradually
hushed by the growing awareness of a cold, still presence; a
messenger in state-mourning has arrived.

When Mercade informs the Princess that the King her father
is dead and that she is now Queen, the play’s mood plunges at a
stroke from August to December. The French party must leave
for home at once; the funeral and twelve months’ mourning lie
ahead. The men plead urgently for answers to their offers of
marriage, only to discover that all their clever sonnets and high-
flown protestations of love have been perceived by the women as
a game, no more—just a means of passing the time. The men are
told that if they are really serious about world-without-end bar-

xvi

FOREWORD BY MICHAEL LANGHAM

services—domestic help, meals (including dairy products)—will
be made available. Also, as relief from heavy studying, occasional
recreation like hunting will be allowed, as well as some entertain-
ment. These services necessitate others being in residence be-
sides the “scholars” themselves. And the new law forbidding
female contact applies to all of them.

Prominent amongst those present for entertainment’s sake is
a Spaniard named Don Armado, who harbors delusions of gran-
deur in extremis, and a clown called Costard, who is forever at
odds with the English language. It is Costard who first violates
the new law. Armado discovers him with the dairy maid, Ja-
quenetta, and instantly informs on him. The King, blind to the
omen implicit in Costard’s lapse, consigns him to prison with
Armado as his keeper.

The truth is that Armado secretly craves Jaquenetta himself
and cannot resist the temptation first to pour out his heart in a
letter to her, and then to offer Costard freedom if he will secretly
deliver it. Costard takes his freedom and the letter and is off to
Jaquenetta when he meets Berowne, one of the ““scholars,” who
persuades him to slip a secret note to the French lady Rosaline.
The clownish Costard gives Armado’s letter to Rosaline and Ber-
owne’s to Jaquenetta, and much confusion follows.

It is at this point that the two plots converge. The King
orders Armado, with the help of the Schoolmaster, the Curate,
and other villagers, to prepare an entertainment to honor the
Princess.

There follows a series of “divertissements,” led off by the
King and his colleagues, who strive with all their linguistic re-
source and histrionic panache to delight, thrill, charm, and finally
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gains, then they must prove it with more than “taffeta phrases,
silken terms precise.”

Oaths began the comedy. Oaths of another kind end it. The
men finally swear that they will employ the twelve months’ forced
separation as a period of penance, of redemptive trial, and of
growth away from affectation. Armado enters and tries to salvage
some of his lost dignity: “I am a votary: I have vowed to Ja-
quenetta to hold the plough for her sweet love three year.” Then
he leads the villagers in a farewell song. As the lovers part, the
lyric recapitulates the spring, summer, and winter movements of
the comedy. It is not, strictly speaking, a comedy-like ending, for
Jack hath not Jill. Love’s labour indeed seems to be lost. But still
there lingers a promise—albeit faint—that some of it may yet be
retrieved.

This word-mad, mocking pastoral is a satire on human com-
munication—and especially on affectations of language. From the
creaking antiquity of Armado, forever mistaking brevity for com-
monness, as he treads vainly through dense clouds of long-
winded obscurantism, to the latinizing pedantry of Holofernes,
who would dare to construe a daffodil in the long grass, to the
indulgences of Berowne’s hyperbolic romanticism, to the dumb
incoherence of Costard, Jaquenetta, and Dull, stunned and bam-
boozled by this battery of verbal inebriation, the various misuses
of language are held up, together with leaden scholasticism, to a
brilliantly sustained cuckoo-call of ridicule.

It is the Princess and her ladies who are ultimately driven to
make the point that “‘A jest’s prosperity lies in the ear / Of him
that hears it; never in the tongue / Of him that makes it.”” They
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