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Setting the stage

When staging Shakespeare's works, the choice of physical setting has huge implications for meaning and can affect actors' interpretations of their characters, argues Professor Stanley Wells
When people talk about performances of plays by Shakespeare and others, they often refer to the `world' that the production `creates', or inhabits. It is a rather vague concept which relates I suppose to the fact that, because Shakespeare wrote for an unlocalised stage, his interpreters can exercise great freedom in terms of both the physical and the intellectual environment in which the action takes place.

And certainly a production's physical setting - not just scenery but also music, costumes, stage furniture, and props - can make a major contribution to a play's interpretation, defining limits within which individual performers are obliged - sometimes against their better instincts - to operate. I have known actors to complain that a set and costumes designed before rehearsals start can prevent them from developing their own interpretations of a role. As a particularly bizarre (and tactfully distant) example, one may think of the weird costumes that John Gielgud had to cope with in the Isamu Noguchi-designed King Lear of 1955 which, he said, "killed the actors' efforts to act in them".

I was reminded of the importance of setting while experiencing Andrew Hilton's admirably clear and intelligent production of King Lear for the Bristol Tobacco Factory. Partly no doubt for economic reasons, but nevertheless wholly in keeping with the customary ethos and practice of this company, the action was relatively unlocalised. The audience sat in tiers on all sides of a roughly rectangular acting area. The trunks of four birch trees defined but did not delimit the area of the main acting space. Stage furniture was simple - a table, a throne, a few chairs, and not much more. Entrances and exits could be made at either end of the space. The well-designed costumes were initially suggestive of the era in which the play was written rather than attempting to suggest the prehistoric time at which it supposedly took place. As the action continued, however, some modern touches were introduced, as if to help the audience to relate the action to our own times. Apart from a few trappings of royalty, there was little attempt to suggest a courtly setting.

I compared this with the worlds suggested in other productions I have seen. Long ago, in the 1940s, Donald Wolfit's production, like others of its era and before (and also, in a throwback to earlier practice, like that of the Olivier television version of 1983 directed by Michael Elliott), took place in a mock-up of Stonehenge - a setting that encouraged thoughts of druidic ritual with Lear as the chief priest whose power had a religious, spiritual basis. In Trevor Nunn's Stratford production of 1968 with Eric Porter as a moving Lear, the King was carried on in a litter with Michael Williams' Fool cowering at his side like a pet dog and with courtiers abasing themselves before him. Again, we were clearly in a pagan world.

These productions reminded us that although Shakespeare may do little to evoke the world of a play through physical means, he does so brilliantly through his verbal artistry, through the imagery of his language and the terms of reference within which his characters speak, through what they say that goes beyond the straightforward needs of the plot.

The staging of these productions responded strongly to the suggestions in the play's language that man can call upon spiritual forces while nevertheless being at their mercy. King Lear is full of invocations to pagan gods, its characters swear impressive oaths, they seem constantly to be trying to break through the barriers that divide the terrestrial from the spiritual world, to draw upon elemental forces of nature in an effort to transcend the limitations of humanity. In the productions I have mentioned, Wolfit, Elliott and Nunn were finding visual ways of responding to these elements of the play's language.

Other productions have been concerned rather with secular power. Brook's stage version of 1962 inhabited an existential universe, offering no spiritual consolation and accepting of the absoluteness of human evil. Here the play's battering at the gates of comprehension received no answering response. Trevor Nunn's 2007 Stratford version with Ian McKellen as the king adopted a somewhat Ruritanian version of royalty, with the smug King entering in stately procession, emphasising his vanity and the self-importance to which his courtiers and his family were required to pay deference. Still other directors have attempted to bring the action close to the concerns of modern society and to the plight of old people at the present time. Deborah Warner's National Theatre production (1990) opened in what was clearly an old people's home, with Brian Cox wearing a red nose and whizzing on in a wheelchair propelled by a nurse and blowing party poppers as if at his 80th birthday party. The wheelchair later became a symbolic prop. Many other actors, including John Shrapnel at the Tobacco Factory, have used one to indicate Lear's increasing frailty in the play's later scenes.

Actors' interpretations of their roles are, consciously or subconsciously, affected by the world that the director chooses for them to inhabit. Cursing Goneril, Lear invokes all the power of the gods:

Dear goddess, suspend thy purpose if

Thou didst intend to make this creature fruitful.

Into her womb convey sterility.

Dry up in her the organs of increase...

Director and actor between them may choose whether to emphasise the spiritual or the human. In this speech, some actors consciously address the gods rather than Goneril, terrifying the other characters on stage with the intensity of their quasi-religious ferocity. But Shrapnel addressed the speech directly to Goneril, and the other characters appeared to regard the curse as secular rather than religious. It is on the cumulative impact of choices such as this that the overall impact of a production depends.

