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Creative Team
MICHAEL GRANDAGE
Director
Michael is Artistic Director of the Donmar.
For the Donmar: Red (Also New York – Tony Award), Hamlet (also Elsinore/New
York), Madame de Sade, Twelfth Night, Ivanov – 2008 Critics’ Circle Award for
Best Director (shared with The Chalk Garden) & 2008 Evening Standard Award
for Best Director (shared with The Chalk Garden & Othello), The Chalk Garden,
Othello, John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud/
New York /USA tour), Guys and Dolls (a Donmar production at the Piccadilly –
2006 Olivier Award for Outstanding Musical Production), The Cut (also UK tour),
The Wild Duck – 2006 Critics’ Circle Award for Best Director, Grand Hotel – 2005
Olivier Award for Outstanding Musical Production & 2004 Evening Standard Award
for Best Director, Pirandello’s Henry IV (also UK tour), After Miss Julie, Caligula –
2004 Olivier Award for Best Director, The Vortex, Privates on Parade, Merrily We
Roll Along – 2001 Olivier Award for Best Musical & 2000 Critics’ Circle for Best
Director, Passion Play – 2001 Critics’ Circle & 2000 Evening Standard Awards for
Best Director, Good.
As Artistic Director of Sheffield Theatres (1999 – 2005): includes: Don Carlos
– 2005 Evening Standard Award & TMA for Best Director & 2005 German British
Forum Award (also Gielgud), Suddenly Last Summer (also Albery), As You Like It
– 2000 Critics’ Circle & Evening Standard Awards for Best Director & 2001 South
Bank Show Award for Theatre (also Lyric Hammersmith), The Tempest (also Old
Vic), Richard III, Edward II.
Other theatre includes: Dantons Death (NT), Evita (Adelphi), The Doctor’s
Dilemma, The Jew of Malta (Almeida/UK Tour).
Opera: Billy Budd (Glyndebourne), Madame Butterfly (Houston)
He has been given Honorary Doctorates from Sheffield Hallam University and
Sheffield University where he was also a visiting Professor. He is currently a
visiting professor at University College Falmouth and has recently been appointed
the new President of Central School of Speech and Drama.
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CHRISTOPHER ORAM
Designer
For the Donmar: Passion, Red (also New York – Critics Circle Award, Tony
Award) Hamlet (also Elsinore/New York ), Madame de Sade, Twelfth Night, Ivanov,
Othello, Parade (also Los Angeles), Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud/New York/US tour),
Guys and Dolls (Piccadilly), Don Juan in Soho, Grand Hotel, Henry IV, World Music,
Caligula (Evening Standard Award), The Vortex, Privates on Parade, Merrily We Roll
Along, Passion Play, Good, The Bullet.
Theatre: includes Backbeat (Glasgow citz), A View from the Bridge (Duke of
York’s), King Lear/ The Seagull (RSC), Evita (Adelphi), Macbeth, The Jew of Malta,
The Embalmer (Almeida), Danton’s Death, Stuff Happens, Marriage Play/ Finding
the Sun, Summerfolk, Power (NT – Olivier Award), Oleanna (Garrick), Loyal
Women, Fucking Games (Royal Court), The Caretaker, All My Sons (Bristol Old
Vic). For Sheffield Crucible: Suddenly Last Summer (also Albery – Critics’ Circle
Award ), The Tempest (also Old Vic), Richard III, Don Juan, Edward II, The Country
Wife, Six Degrees of Separation, As You Like It (also Lyric Hammersmith).
Film: The Magic Flute.
Opera: Billy Budd (Glyndebourne), Madame Butterfly (Houston).

NEIL AUSTIN
Lighting Designer
For the Donmar: Passion, The Prince of Homburg, Red (also New York-Tony
Award, Drama Desk Award), Life is a Dream, A Streetcar Named Desire, Hamlet
(also New York), Madame de Sade, Twelfth Night, Piaf (also Vaudeville/Buenos
Aires/Madrid), Parade (Knight of Illumination Award, also Los Angeles-Garland
Award), John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, The Cryptogram, Frost/Nixon
(also Gielgud/New York/US tour), The Wild Duck, The Cosmonaut’s Last Message
to the Woman He Once Loved in the Former Soviet Union, Henry IV, World Music,
After Miss Julie, Caligula.
Theatre: includes Welcome to Thebes, Women Beware Women, The White
Guard, London Assurance, The Observer, England People Very Nice, Mrs Affleck,
Oedipus, Her Naked Skin, Afterlife, The Emperor Jones, Philistines, The Man of
Mode, Thérèse Raquin, The Seafarer, Henry IV Parts 1 & 2, Fix Up, The Night
Season, A Prayer for Owen Meany, The Walls, Further than the Furthest Thing
(NT), King Lear, The Seagull, Much Ado About Nothing, Romeo and Juliet, King
John, Julius Caesar, Two Gentleman of Verona (RSC), The Priory, Tusk Tusk,
Flesh Wound, Trust (Royal Court), Mrs Klein, Judgment Day, The Homecoming,
Marianne Dreams, Dying for it, Tom & Viv, Romance, Macbeth (Almeida) No Man’s
Land (Duke of York’s) Dealer’s Choice (Trafalgar Studios) A Life in the Theatre
(Apollo), Japes (Haymarket).
Dance: includes Cinderella (Matthew Bourne-New Adventures), As One,
Rhapsody (Royal Ballet), The Soldier’s Tale (ROH2 & Tokyo), The Canterville Ghost
(ENB), Pineapple Poll (Birmingham Royal Ballet)
Opera: includes Madame Butterfly (Houston Grand Opera)
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ADAM CORK
Composer & Sound Designer
For the Donmar: Red (also New York – Tony Award), A Streetcar Named Desire,
Hamlet (also New York), Madame de Sade, Ivanov, Creditors, The Chalk Garden,
Othello, John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud/ New
York /US tour), The Cut, The Wild Duck, Henry IV, Caligula.
Theatre: includes scores and sound designs for Enron (Headlong/Chichester/
Royal Court/Broadway), All’s Well that Ends Well, Phedre, Time & The Conways,
Danton’s Death (NT), A View from the Bridge, No Man’s Land (Duke of York’s),
Macbeth (Chichester/New York), Six Characters in Search of an Author, Don
Carlos (Gielgud), Romeo & Juliet, The Tempest, Speaking like Magpies (RSC), The
Glass Menagerie (Apollo), The Last Days of Judas Iscariot, The Late Henry Moss
(Almeida), Suddenly Last Summer (Albery).
Film: includes scores for Macbeth, Bust, Tripletake.
TV: includes Frances Tuesday, Re-ignited, Imprints
Radio: includes Losing Rosalind, The Luneberg Variation, The Colonel-Bird, Don
Carlos, Othello, On the Ceiling.

STEPHANIE ARDITTI
Costume Supervisor
For the Donmar: Madame de Sade, Mary Stuart (also Apollo), Pirandello’s Henry IV.
Theatre: includes Danton’s Death, The White Guard, The Power of Yes, Mrs
Affleck, Triple Bill-Connections, The Enchantment, Philistines, Fixup, Power –
Olivier Award (NT), Julius Caesar, Midsummer Night’s Dream, King Lear, Merry
Wives-The Musical, All’s Well That Ends Well – Olivier Award, Othello, Macbeth
(RSC), Frontline (Globe), Sinatra (Palladium/tour), Evita (Adelphi), And Then There
Were None (Gielgud), Acorn Antiques-The Musical (Haymarket).
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Context
An introduction to William Shakespeare and
his work – written by Dominic Francis
Biography
‘The name and reputation of William Shakespeare towers over much of Western
culture like a colossus,’ writes academic and theatre practitioner Peter Reynolds
in the introduction to his book Shakespeare: Text into Performance. His plays are
performed more often than any other writer, living or dead, and there is a vast and
ever-expanding Shakespeare industry. ‘People almost everywhere, in a huge variety
of cultures, are influenced by the name of a long-dead poet and playwright, despite
the fact that the majority of them will never have seen, and certainly never have
read, a Shakespeare play.’ 1
Despite the considerable, often daunting, reputation of this ‘cultural monolith’ very
little is known about Shakespeare and his life. Official documents and occasional
references to him by contemporary writers provide us with an overview of his public
life, but his private life remains largely unknown.
Shakespeare was born into a respectable family, the third of eight children, in the
market town of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire in 1564. Records show that he
was baptised in Holy Trinity Church on 26th April and buried in the same place
fifty-two years later on 25th April, 1616. William’s father, John, was a prosperous
businessman, a glover and leather merchant who held several public offices. Given
his father’s position, it is likely that William was educated at the local grammar
school, where he would have studied Latin, history, logic and rhetoric. He did
not, however, progress to university, perhaps as a result of his father’s dwindling
fortunes from 1578 onwards, and was thus deprived of the benefits many of his
contemporary writers enjoyed.
In November 1582, at the age of eighteen, Shakespeare married twenty-six-year-old
Anne Hathaway. They had three children together: Susanna, born shortly after their
marriage in 1583, and twins Judith and Hamnet in 1585. It is uncertain how William
supported his family during this period and the next several years, until 1592, have
been the subject of much speculation. He may have worked for his father or, as
many academics have suggested, he may have been a teacher. Whatever his
occupation we may conjecture that it was around this time, 1586 or 1587, he moved
from Stratford to London.
Again we cannot be certain when, or indeed why, Shakespeare left Stratford. It may
have coincided with the visit to the town in 1585 of a company of London-based
actors. We do know, however, that William was living in London in 1592, by which
time he was established as both a writer and actor. In a pamphlet published that year,
Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit, the lesser-known dramatist Robert Greene criticised
the ‘upstart crow’ 2 William, essentially an uneducated writer, for usurping the place
which, according to him, rightly belonged to university graduates. That Shakespeare
warranted such attention, provoking open hostility from a rival, suggests he must,
by 1592, have been living long enough in London to have made a name for himself
as a writer. Even at this early stage in his career, his plays had clearly achieved a
level of notoriety and some degree of success.
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Over the next twenty years Shakespeare continued to live in London, regularly
visiting his wife and family in Stratford. He continued to act but was known principally
as a dramatist. In 1593 a plague broke out in London and all the theatres were
closed. In addition to writing two long poems, The Rape of Lucrece and Venus and
Adonis, Shakespeare appears to have used the time to strengthen his relationship
with a theatre company called, under Queen Elizabeth I’s reign (1558-1603), the
Lord Chamberlain’s Company and then, after King James I’s accession (1603), the
King’s Men. This association was long and successful, continuing until William’s
retirement from the theatre in 1611.
1596 brought both personal tragedy and newfound success. In the year Shakespeare
was granted a coat of arms by the College of Heralds, thereby guaranteeing his
status as a ‘gentleman’, his son Hamnet died. The following year, in 1597, William
bought New Place, one of the largest houses in Stratford, and two years later he
acquired shares in the Globe Theatre. In 1609, the year he published a collection
of sonnets, William also became part-owner of the newly built Blackfriars Theatre.
Although he retired to Stratford two years later, Shakespeare maintained many of
his business links with London until his death in 1616 at the age of fifty-two.
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Shakespeare’s Plays
Shakespeare’s career as a writer spanned approximately twenty years, from 1591
until 1611. He is believed to have written thirty-seven plays during this period and
may have collaborated on several more. It’s difficult to accurately date the writing
of individual plays, but some idea can be gained from records of performances and
editions published before and shortly after Shakespeare’s death.
The work was often not wholly ‘original’, Shakespeare drew upon stories from
history or contemporary literature. These stories were, however, transformed by
him into well-crafted plays, characterised by his own unique dramatic voice. They
can essentially be divided into two main categories: comedies and tragedies, the
latter concluding with the death of the central character.
Although dating the plays’ original composition is a matter of debate, a broad outline
of Shakespeare’s dramatic career has been established. He began in the early 1590s
by rewriting earlier plays or working with plots taken from the Classics. He focused
on comedies (e.g. The Comedy of Errors, 1590-1594, derived from the Latin
playwright, Plautus) and stories recounting English history (e.g. the three-part Henry
VI, 1589-1592), although he also attempted revenge tragedy (e.g. Titus Andronicus,
1592-1593, indebted to two Roman writers, Ovid and Seneca).
It was during this period that Shakespeare honed his craft, writing the celebrated
comedies A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1594-1595) and As You Like It (1599-1600),
and the history plays Henry IV (1596-1598) and Henry V (1598-1599).
The new century heralded a further development in Shakespeare’s writing. Plays
such as Troilus and Cressida (1601-1602) and Measure for Measure (1603-1604)
are poised between comedy and tragedy, their ambivalent tone prompting complex
responses, causing them, sometimes, to be referred to as ‘problem plays’. It is
tragedy, however, which comes to dominate Shakespeare’s mature work, such
masterpieces as Hamlet (1600-1601), Othello (1602-1604), King Lear (1605-1606),
Macbeth (1605-1606) and Anthony and Cleopatra (1606).
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The latter years of Shakespeare’s dramatic career marked a significant departure
from his earlier work. Such plays as Pericles (1608), Cymbeline (1609-1611), The
Winter’s Tale (1610-1611) and The Tempest (1610-1611), often called the ‘romances’,
possess qualities of both masque and pageant. They reprise many of the scenarios
and themes of the earlier plays but relocated to distant, often fantastical, lands,
incorporating elements of music, dance, mime and tableaux. Situations which
previously in the tragedies led to disaster are here resolved. Restoration and
reconciliation are the overriding themes.

Context to KING LEAR
As with most of Shakespeare’s plays it’s not possible to date the composition of
King Lear exactly, but Professor Russell Jackson, text consultant on the Donmar
Warehouse’s 2010 production, suggests it was written in the autumn of 1606 and
then ‘performed and revised in the course of the following four years’. 3 The play
probably premiered at the Globe Theatre, and was subsequently performed at the
royal court for King James I in late 1606 to coincide with Christmas.
In his introduction to the Arden edition of King Lear, academic R.A. Foakes refers
to the ‘scholarly industry’ of searching for the sources of Shakespeare’s plays:
‘Identifying influences on [his] writing is a very uncertain business, if only because it
is hard, perhaps impossible, to have much sense of what literate persons absorbed
as part of their educational and cultural environment, or what to them was common
knowledge. Shakespeare had an extraordinary ability to digest and put to use new
elements from romance, folk-tales, morality plays, chronicles, and writings by his
contemporaries.’ 4
In the case of King Lear, Shakespeare certainly derived ideas, and even material,
from several key works. The protagonist is based upon a real King Leir dating
from the pagan era, approximately 800 BC. The story itself, of Lear and his three
daughters, existed in many versions before Shakespeare turned his attention to
it. It has its roots in folk tales, in which the motif of a father submitting his three
daughters to a ‘love test’ is common.
In 1605, a year before the first performance of Shakespeare’s King Lear, a play
entitled The True Chronicle History of King LEIR, and his three daughters was
published, apparently for the first time. Foakes suggests that this was essentially
the same play as the earlier Leire Kinge of England and his Three Daughters, staged
by the Queen’s and Earl of Sussex’s Men in 1594. ‘This play had a powerful impact
on Shakespeare, whose close reading of it suggests that he studied the printed
book,’ asserts Foakes. 5
Of several key works that seemingly influenced Shakespeare during his writing of
King Lear, Samuel Harsnett’s book A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures
(1603) is of particular significance. Part of a campaign against exorcism, as practiced
by Catholics and some Protestants, Harsnett’s quirky vocabulary and lively imagery
were employed by Shakespeare in his depiction of Edgar as Poor Tom. Another
work that affected his thinking was John Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s Essays
(1603). Montaigne’s scepticism towards human beings, their weaknesses and
limitations, is echoed in the play through Edmund, notably in the letter he claims
Edgar has written. Both works, published in the same year, had an impact upon the
language of King Lear; in particular Edgar’s ‘Flibbertigibbet’ and ‘Smulkin’, names
taken from Harsnett.
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On the subject of sources and other influences, Foakes concludes: ‘What we know
of Shakespeare’s wide reading and powers of assimilation seems to show that he
made use of all kinds of material, absorbing contradictory viewpoints, positive and
negative, religious and secular, as if to ensure that King Lear would offer no single
controlling perspective, but be open to, indeed demand, multiple interpretations.’ 6
As with all works of literature, it is useful to consider the social and political context
in which the play was written. England in the early seventeenth century was a place
of unrest, and a time of great change and upheaval. In 1603 Queen Elizabeth I was
succeeded by the son of her rival, Mary Queen of Scots. The accession of King
James I brought to an end a long period of female rule. The fact that Elizabeth I had
remained unmarried and childless throughout her reign meant issues of inheritance,
a key theme within King Lear, were a matter of national concern for Shakespeare’s
audience.
In the year the play was first performed, 1606, London had been decimated by the
plague, which had closed the theatres. Only the year before, Guy Fawkes’ plot to
blow up Parliament and kill James I had been foiled. The king remained strong in
his conviction about the divine right of kings, declaring in a speech to Parliament in
1610: ‘Kings are not only God’s lieutenants upon earth and sit upon God’s throne,
but even by God himself they are called gods.’ 7 His views on challenging kings
reflected Lear’s: ‘It is sedition in subjects to dispute what a king may do in the height
of his powers.’ In a comment made the same year as his speech to Parliament
above, James I was uncannily reminiscent of Lear: ‘I am now an old king… I must
not be taught my office.’ 8
King Lear begins with the aged king dividing his land between his daughters and
their husbands, thereby giving away his power and, ultimately, bringing about his
own downfall. In November 1606, a month before the play was performed at the
royal court, James I opened Parliament with a speech urging a decision on the union
between England and Scotland, a particular ambition of his during his early years on
the English throne. He planned to unite the two countries, but Parliament repeatedly
11

thwarted his attempts. In his advice to his son and heir, Henry, on inheritance, James
I took a completely opposite view to Lear, urging him to leave the entire kingdom
to his eldest son in turn: ‘Otherways, by dividing your kingdoms, you shall leave the
seed of division and discord among your posterity.’ 9
The Donmar Warehouse introduces KING LEAR as ‘one of the greatest works in
western literature’ and the play itself has a rich critical history, its ideas and themes
prompting much debate among academics and theatre practitioners over the past
four hundred years.
Criticism prior to the twentieth century focused on the apparent bleakness and
savagery of the play. Seventeenth-century writer Nahum Tate thought the structure
at fault, rewriting it in 1681 to incorporate a happy ending; Lear does not die and
a romance blossoms between Edgar and Cordelia. Later critics agreed with Tate’s
assessment of King Lear as faulty. In 1753 Joseph Wharton found Goneril and
Regan’s behaviour too diabolical to be credible and Gloucester’s blinding too gory
to be depicted on stage. While accepting the way in which ‘the wicked prosper and
the virtuous miscarry’, 10 Samuel Johnson criticized Shakespeare in 1768 for the lack
of justice at the end of the play, finding Cordelia’s murder deeply shocking. Indeed,
academics are still arguing whether or not justice exists in the world of the play.
Nineteenth-century critics were still agreed that King Lear was harsh. In 1817
William Hazlitt commented upon the ‘giddy anarchy’ of the play and the way in
which the unnatural comes to dominate. Again, contemporary critics have taken up
these ideas of suffering and faith.
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From its earliest performances, continuing through the twentieth century, the
question of whether or not King Lear can be interpreted as a ‘Christian play’ has
troubled many critics. The Christian virtues of Edgar and Cordelia are commented
upon, the latter being regarded by some as a Christ-like figure who redeems Lear,
thus his sufferings have not been in vain. He too is recognised as displaying the
virtue of patience.
There are, however, obvious problems with the Christian view. Why do the so-called
good characters’ calls for justice go unheeded by the gods? Why is the ending so
bleak? The agnostic view has tended to dominate. In his Penguin Critical Studies
of the play, Kenneth Muir asserts: ‘In King Lear, [Shakespeare] starts from the
hypothesis, whatever his personal beliefs, that the gods are indifferent, or hostile,
or inexplicable, or even a man-made fiction, and that there is no after-life in which
the injustices of life on earth may be set right. It follows that human beings are
entirely responsible for their actions, and that if these lead to disaster, the tragedy
is absolute.’ 11
More recently, academics have focused on the social and political aspects of the play,
the debate centring on issues of family, authority and the structures of power. For
Jonathan Dollimore, King Lear is about ‘power, property and inheritance’. He is far
less preoccupied than earlier critics with an examination of character and the moral
growth of a protagonist who comes to know himself more completely, suggesting
13

instead that Lear’s identity is a social construct. ‘What makes Lear the person he
is – or rather was – is not kingly essence (divine right), but, among other things, his
authority and his family.’ 12 He loses his mind when he loses his social status, argues
Dollimore. Indeed, as the play progresses, Lear is stripped of his perceptions of self
and is forced to question his own identity: ‘Who is it that can tell me who I am?’ 13
For Dollimore, King Lear is ultimately a subversive play in which Shakespeare
examines what happens when there is ‘a catastrophic redistribution of power’,
14
thereby questioning the very status quo of Jacobean society. In this sense,
Shakespeare emerges as a social commentator. Other academics have suggested
that Lear’s abuses of power are a direct comment on the vagaries of King James I
and his monarchy.

King Lear Synopsis
Aging King Lear of Britain desires a quieter life, without the responsibilities and
cares of state, and decides to divide his kingdom between his three daughters,
Goneril, Regan and Cordelia. He devises a ‘love test’ to see which daughter loves
him most, expecting his youngest and favourite daughter Cordelia to win, thereby
claiming the largest share of the land. But she refuses to take part in the test and
a devastated Lear, furious, casts her off, dividing his kingdom between Goneril and
Regan instead. Abandoned by her family, Cordelia accepts the King of France’s offer
of marriage and together they leave Britain.
Goneril and Regan, tiring of their father’s increasing demands, plot against the
former king. They drive Lear out of their households, into a storm, barring the doors
against him. Shut out and alone on a heath, except for two faithful servants – the
Earl of Kent and the Fool – and a supposedly deranged beggar, Poor Tom, Lear
descends into madness.
Meanwhile, his friend the Earl of Gloucester has also been treated treacherously by
his own child. His illegitimate son Edmund has tricked him into believing his elder
and legitimate son Edgar (later disguised as Poor Tom) plans to murder him. In his
efforts to help Lear, Gloucester incurs the wrath of the former king’s daughters,
Goneril and Regan, and is blinded as a punishment.
Learning from letters of her father’s plight, Cordelia returns to Britain with the French
army, intent on restoring Lear to the throne. Father and daughter are reunited at the
French camp in Dover. The British and French forces clash in battle and the latter
are soon defeated. Lear and Cordelia are then imprisoned by Edmund. Goneril and
Regan have both been rivals for his love, and the sisters’ passion drives them to
desperate measures – Goneril poisoning Regan before killing herself.
Meanwhile, Edmund has secretly ordered Lear and Cordelia’s murder. In spite of the
efforts of Goneril’s widowed husband, the Duke of Albany, to save them, Cordelia
is hanged in prison. Her death is too much for Lear, who has come to a greater
understanding of himself and others through his fall. He dies a broken man, leaving
Albany and Edgar, now undisguised having killed his treacherous brother Edmund,
to restore order.
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Inside the production process
The production concept – Written by Sophie Watkiss
The creative team for the Donmar’s production of KING LEAR wants their cast
to inhabit a world that is open, free and uninhibited, allowing the words and the
emotional journey of the play to speak through them, with as little as possible
coming between the characters and the text. To enable this to happen, the set
is effectively a version of white box, a distinctive nod towards Peter Brook’s
influential production of A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM (RSC, 1970), where
the set, designed by Sally Jacobs, was a simple white box, with no ceiling and two
doors. The concept for what has become known as ‘Brook’s Dream’ was to return
to the simplicity of the Elizabethan theatre, in which there was little scenery and
the sense of location was generated by the actors through Shakespeare’s words.
As a director, Michael Grandage acknowledges the impact of Brook’s concept
on his own work, ‘I suppose you’re always haunted subliminally by the whole
Brookian, empty space ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream’… it’s there for you as one
of the seminal moments when somebody did something very different.’ The key
variance with the Donmar’s concept for KING LEAR is that the white box itself
takes on a significance as it is made of white timber, so that the texture of the
space has a personality. ‘What we are not presenting is a space that is just white
and clinical’, says Grandage, ‘through the way the wood is treated, and the way
we work with sound, light and the cast, we can create a world in the box which
starts to take on its own personality and feels part of the human journey of the
play.’
In this production, KING LEAR’S Britain is a ‘pagan place’; the means by which
the timber became bleached out comes from this pagan place. ‘The paganism
of it all was something that kept coming back in a way that was a very positive
force for us’ says Grandage. However, the creative team is adamant that they
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do not want to take this idea to the extreme by presenting a specifically pagan
production. They are using the word in relation to the nature of the timber and
the sense of how the timber will have a pagan feel to it. By contrast, the starting
point for the costumes is an ethnic place, inspired by paintings of garments from
the Middle and Far East by artist Max Tilke (see interview with Christopher Oram).
The creative team feels that this approach applied to costume can offer purity and
honesty amidst the starkness of the pagan world, allowing the emotions of the
characters to lead the performance.
The creative team has asked the question: how far can we take the concept for
the pagan space? In response, they have decided that there will be an installation
in the auditorium so that the audience will be drawn into this world as soon as
they enter the space. The white timber will replace the wall of brown wooden
slats encountered prior to entering the auditorium. This theme will continue as the
audience members turn the corner to enter the seating area, where the rear rows
will be backed with the timber. The installation will also embrace the circle area,
which will have a white timbered ceiling, allowing for experimental lighting design.
The soundscape for the production will arise organically from rehearsals. Indeed, it
is the potency of actors’ performances witnessed in the simplicity of the rehearsal
room that has determined Grandage’s vision for the production: ‘we have
observed run throughs of plays in the rehearsal room governed by natural light,
with nothing getting in the way of the intellectual and emotional journey, and these
performances have been electrifying. This is the basis of our language for KING
LEAR; it will be a more elemental language.’ For example, the production team
will strive to create ‘versions’ of night without being too literal; the storm does not
need to be conveyed through the sound of wind and rain, it can be conjured from
below, with light and smoke. The play itself challenges the use of the imagination.
As Grandage says, ‘our earth in this production can behave in different ways’.
16

Interview with Christopher Oram, designer for KING
LEAR
When the model box was presented on the first day of rehearsals, Michael
said that it was effectively a version of a white box; open, free and as
uninhibited as possible. Can you talk about how this idea came about?
Michael and I have spent most of our career to date working within the context
of how Shakespeare originally conceived his work to be performed, which was
without scenery, and without costume. If we have a house style, it’s in pursuit of
allowing the play and the words to breathe, and not to lay a heavy production over
the top of it with our own conceits and our own ideas. So, this production of KING
LEAR is the stripping back of that process to its most extreme limit. Productions
of Shakespeare that we’ve done in the past have always ended up ‘being’
something, TWELFTH NIGHT is an example – it became very Mediterranean with
all the colours, warmth and light. But we didn’t set out by asking ‘where are we
going to set it? We began by asking how we were going to do the play , that then
informs the nature of the world. HAMLET was always going to be a foreboding
environment, which became castle-like and prison-like, but it wasn’t a deliberate
attempt to put a castle onstage – it was more a case of creating a sense of scale
and grandeur. With KING LEAR, the idea is to literally expose the words of the text
and pull out Shakespeare’s very poetic language used to describe the world for us.
We are using his language, rather than anything visual.
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As part of this paring down process, you were encouraging the actors at the
start of rehearsals to tell the story with the minimum of props and furniture.
What have they discovered to be the elemental items that the story just
can’t be told without, and how has this impacted on the design?
It’s all about swords and letters! What ever else you cut and take away in
Shakespeare, they remain. Certain actors have a requirement from the text for
more props than others, in terms of detail and character building. What happens
at the beginning of the rehearsal journey is that the actors usually need these
for support, and then within the next couple of weeks they realise that they can
discard these things; it’s a detail and if it isn’t needed to tell the story, you can put
it to one side. Everything on stage is absolutely pertinent to the mood and to the
agenda of that scene.
When discussing the concept for the production, Michael also talked about
you wanting to create a Pagan space, with costumes starting from an ethnic
place. Where did these contrasting ideas originate from?
The court has got be a world of royalty – the king, his daughters, and his lords.
They have a responsibility over and above the other characters; they need to
have weight and authority. So you need to find a vocabulary for those costumes,
whereby you suggest these people are in power and have authority. This tends
to lead to clothing that is longer, such as cloaks and robes, which in turn leads to
something more pagan. Even in today’s society, people who wear robes, such
as judges and officials at the state opening of parliament, are given an authority
through the weight and scale of garment that they wear. So that was a deliberate
choice. The visual palate itself is monochrome, so we are not overburdening our
visual world with lots of colour coding; we’ve kept this simple – it’s all within
shades of grey and black. Obviously, in close up at the Donmar, you get to see
the actors, and their characters, much more clearly than on a larger stage; the
detail is there to be seen in the eyes of the actor, rather than in what they are
wearing. So, that’s how we were led to this place. There is a Prussian artist and
ethnographer called Max Tilke, who compiled this fantastic book in the 1920s
about ethnic costume, ‘Oriental Costumes, their Designs and Colours’, which is
now available online. It’s the most extraordinary collection of garments, which he
painted, detailing how they were made. The clothes are very unwestern in their
tailoring, and range from the Middle East right through to the Far East, and they
are rather extraordinary and beautiful. That was our stepping off point in terms of
the physical shape of the world.
To what extent have the discoveries that the actors have made about their
characters impacted on the design of the costumes?
Well, in the context of the play, there are certain signposts, i.e. this man gets his
eyes gouged out, that man is a fool. So we need to ask questions, for example,
how can we represent an act of gross physical mutilation in the context of being
onstage? How does a fool exist in this world? But we haven’t forced anything onto
the characters, other than saying to the actors, ‘you need garments, you need to
be clothed’. Except, of course, in the instance of Poor Tom, who doesn’t need to
be clothed! There are certain things that are self-appointed and self-explanatory;
it’s about discovering what the author’s intent was, and going to the heart of what
he was trying to say.
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Can you talk about the influence of the German painter and sculptor Anselm
Kiefer on the design?
I find his work very haunting; it’s textural, visceral, and very melancholy and
plaintive. There was a piece he did a couple of years ago that was in the courtyard
at the Royal Academy: a stack of concrete boxes configured into two tall crumbling
towers – very post 9/11. They had a kind of blasted quality about them, which we
hope to interpret into the physical quality of the set. The piece is anchored around
Lear’s ousting from civilisation onto the heath. Nature is what brings him around to
regaining a sense of sanity. So that is the fulcrum of the piece – the heath, and the
blasted nature of it, which we need to achieve through the quality of the timber
used in the set, to get that ‘scorched earth’ quality.
Can you discuss your collaboration with scenic painter Richard Nutbourne in
terms of his role in realising the design?
Richard did all the Wyndhams season and also RED which was a massively ‘paint
heavy’ show. I’m entirely indebted to him because his work is extraordinary; he
takes what my assistant Richard Kent and I do in the studio, with the creation
and painting of the models, and moves it to a whole different level. His approach
to his work is very similar to my own approach in terms of pushing boundaries,
never being satisfied with the first simple solution and wanting to challenge
yourself further. For example, all colours are made out of three primary colours;
Richard is always pushing to find a different combination. He would never just
go to a pot and get some yellow out – he’d make the yellow out of something
else. He paints with marble dust, with sand, with jesmanite – which is a type of
plaster – as well as basic acrylics and paints. There are processes that he is going
through to create the timber set. Each plank is being painted individually uses
these processes. It’s like painting the Forth Bridge; you work on it, and then sand
it back and work on it all over again. You end up with this world that has a fantastic
resonance and sense of age about it. He is an utterly brilliant artist, which you
can see from the work he did for us on the four Wyndhams shows: the mirrored
world of MADAME DE SADE; the textured world of TWELFTH NIGHT; the big,
stone-masonry of HAMLET, the crumbling plasterery world of IVANOV. Four very
distinct environments. With each piece we approached as the season went on,
we developed a real sense of working collaboratively through identifying what we
both wanted to achieve. Then he recreated the Rothko paintings for us for RED,
which was another massive achievement. His work is a very important part of the
process.
The first preview of KING LEAR is in two weeks time. Can you tell me what
stage of the design process you are currently at, and the journey planned
over the next fortnight?
I’ve never actually worked on a process like this before, where the timber is
painted before it is assembled into scenery. The painted timber has now gone
back to the scenic shop to be built into a set. The costumes, for the most part, are
done; we have finished garments on the rail already, which is pretty remarkable
considering it’s not even the last week of rehearsal. Everything needs to be
completed for the final week of rehearsals, so that the cast can rehearse with their
costumes and can get used to the scale and shape of them – they are already
rehearsing with their shoes and key items of costume, such as cloaks and hats.
We will also start breaking the garments down soon, to make them look lived in
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and part of a real world. My process next week will be going into rehearsal and
looking at bits of the show to see how the set and costumes can physically work
together. The following week we start the build, which we are hoping will be quite
straight forward – although there is a lot of it, because it involves wrapping around
the theatre quite specifically. It’s much easier to build something in an existing
space than fitting it into the physical surroundings as we are doing here (we are
taking the design out into the auditorium as an installation). But that isn’t going
to affect the narrative of the play, so we can carry on with the technical aspects
of the play while the installation is built around it. We are on schedule for most
things, so I’m pretty happy!
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Interviews with the cast – by Rosie Dalling
Interview with Alec Newman, playing Edmund.

What was your first encounter with King Lear?
I think my first awareness of Lear was when Robert Stephens played it at the
RSC, and I saw snippets of a documentary about him playing it. So that was less
about the play and more about something which is in the play of course, which
is that it requires an actor who is, if he’s anywhere near the right age, likely to
be unable to meet the demands of the part. And that really stuck in my mind. In
terms of actually reading and understanding the play myself, that was something
that actually came quite late. I was very obsessed with the Scottish play, for sort
of obvious reasons (Alec is Scottish). And I also love some of the comedies for
example Comedy of Errors, Midsummer Night’s Dream. I am also a fan of Richard
III, Henry V, and Measure for Measure, which I studied at school. But King Lear
came much later for me, so it’s actually quite fresh for me and I sort of crammed
before I started rehearsals.
What kind of preparation did you do?
I read criticisms and study guides, trying to find out as much as possible about
past productions. I think the thing that’s unique about Shakespeare is that they’re
four hundred year old plays, and by definition you have four hundred years of
performance. Obviously by the twentieth century it hotted up and there was much
more Shakespeare performed than in the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries,
but you’ve got numerous interpretations, and just about every facet of the part
you’re playing will have been played at some point by somebody, coupled with
the theatrical traditions – there are modes of how to do Shakespeare through
the ages, and so that was a big part. Performance history is always important in
Shakespeare and I don’t think you can afford to ignore it.
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Was there any particular era that you drew from?
There is a book by Harold Bloom called The Invention of the Human, and I read
the King Lear section and I found it very very useful because he’s an academic.
He says some very interesting things including that he’s only ever seen Edmond
adequately played once and he’s never seen an adequate Edgar. Although of
course, this is a man who has very set opinions about what those characters
should be. Alongside Harold Bloom, there’s been a lot of writing academically and
critically about the play, right up to the modern age. I trawled though all of that
and then tried to forget it, so that anything good you trust that it will stay in your
consciousness; anything that’s not so good, you might be forgiven for forgetting.
I also talked to one actor who had played the part in the Ian Holm production at
the National Theatre. It was quite useful. He said that you don’t need to do very
much with Edmond because the play happens around him, which is sort of a
good note in terms of not trying to ‘do’ the part – just play it. And then after all the
preparation I just tried to leave myself alone and get on with the rehearsal and be
in this production. It’s very important not to be in what you think your own idea of
the production should be, and just let yourself be malleable to what in this case
Michael thinks it’s going to be.
Can you tell me a bit about the rehearsal process?
I’ve worked with Michael before on Danton’s Death and in both cases, the process
was quite similar each time, which is that you turn up on day one, start with Act
I, Scene I, you’re on your feet from the start and then you work through the play.
And the second week you do the same thing, and so gradually the layers build.
In the middle of the second week the book starts to get put down as people get
to know their lines. The advantage of that is that you’re on your feet immediately
and you get to make a total fool of yourself the first time you do the scene. The
really valuable thing after you do those early rehearsals is you know how not to
do a scene, you get it out of your system. Whereas if you’re sitting at a table,
which is sometimes a perfectly valuable way of rehearsing, you get to two and a
half weeks and you get on your feet and you can talk the talk but you can’t really
walk the walk, so this is to me a more organic way of putting a play together by
degrees. And sometimes the way that you play the scene initially is pretty much
the way that it comes out at the end, but more often it’s just a question of getting
it wrong enough times.
Were there any exercises you did away from the rehearsal room to help you
get into character?
Not really with this character, actually. I think Shakespeare has it pretty much all in
the text. Everything that you need to know will be in the play somewhere and if
it’s not in the play generally, it’s very difficult. You feel like you’re trying to crowbar
things in that aren’t really there.
Although, actually, your relationship with Goneril and Regan isn’t really
signposted in the text.
It isn’t signposted, but what happens earlier in the plot, is spoken about later in
the play. So there’s a choice to be made there, because it’s clear when Edmund
says “To both these sisters have I sworn my love”, but it’s not explicit earlier on
in the play where that’s happened, certainly not with Regan – you could argue a
case for the scene with Goneril, which we have in this production, but it’s not like
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Shakespeare wrote in a touch, or a kiss. So we just had to make a decision about
where those things happened, if they do and to what degree they occur.
And how did you do that?
It just became obvious that we needed some kind of contact at that point in the
play to make sense of the later stages. But I think what’s nice, particularly in the
relationship with Regan is that it’s less clear whether anything happens between
them, but when she gets to the stage of desperation it’s almost as though it
happens more in her head than actually physically with Edmund. She talks about
her and Edmund having talked. Well, Justine (Mitchell who plays Regan)and I have
never had a conversation about where that happens, and I actually think that’s
rather nice, because as far as I’m aware it doesn’t. But maybe it’s a reflection of
Regan’s desperation for that to be the case.
How does the set and design impact on your performance?
It’s very exposing! And it was interesting coming from the rehearsal room to the
set because anything that you haven’t found properly, anything that you can’t
make absolutely true is utterly exposed on that set. Because it’s lit quite brightly,
it’s a white box set, you have nowhere to hide, there’s no furniture in it in the
sequences I’m involved in. It’s just the actors and the set lit very brightly, with the
audience not that far away. You have to make absolutely sure that you know what
you’re playing at every moment – you should do that all the time anyway! It’s very
apparent now that we’re into the second week of performance that the audience
can pick up everything. And maybe when we tour it will be different depending
on the size of the houses, but for right now it’s like sticking a microscope on the
intentions of all the characters.
What’s the Donmar stage like to perform on?
I think it’s deceptive because you’re led to feel that because it’s a like a studio
space you can do less, and that’s true to an extent, although as I said just now you
still have to be very very sure of your intentions and sure of what you’re playing
all the time. And even vocally, because it’s a three sided auditorium, there is a
bit more voice required than you might think – particularly for the people who
are behind you. So it has taken about a week and a half for me to get used to
feeling that things are beginning to land. It was a bit of a minefield for the first
few performances and that’s the way it should be – the previews are like a testing
ground.
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Interview with Gina McKee playing Goneril
Can you tell me about your first encounter with King Lear?
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I suppose my very first encounter with King Lear was when I saw a production of
it in the eighties and it was Kick theatre with Deborah Warner directing it at the
Almeida. My memory of it is a bit sketchy, but I remember they had a very minimal
approach to it in terms of design as well. Prior to that I hadn’t studied it or anything
like that. I came to it quite late, at around the age 23 or 24 – I didn’t do the whole
university/ drama school route or anything like that, so any journeys I’ve gone
on have been self motivated in that respect. And then more recently I saw that
Michael and the Donmar had the King Lear production coming up, in a publicity
leaflet that was sent very early this year and I knew that Derek was attached
because it was printed on the leaflet, and I thought that it was about time I tried
some Shakespeare professionally because I’ve never done it before. It’s unusual
to get this far and not! So I wrote to Michael and Anne (McNulty, the Casting and
Creative Associate at the Donmar) and asked them to think about me and they
asked me to be a part of it which was great. So then of course when I knew I was
going to be involved, I started to read it again and again – I knew I would either
play Goneril or Regan but I didn’t know how it was going to be cast. I guessed it
would be Goneril, given my age. So I read it again and again and again and then I
watched Laurence Olivier’s version on DVD and just kept studying it and reading
various study aids about it and a couple of different versions as well.

Are you able to say how performing Shakespeare might be different to
performing a new play for example?
The process of approaching it hasn’t been any different to anything else I’ve done,
other than in the very early stages, I wanted to make sure that every line and
every word I made sure I understood. I might instinctively understand it because
often you get the gist don’t you, but there might be details of words I’m not
familiar with that I need to understand. There are also often references to poetry
for example, which was popular in the day, and therefore sayings come about
because of it, or folklore, so that’s the main difference. Privately I researched
into that very thoroughly and then when we got into rehearsals, as an exercise
we would speak what we felt our lines might mean in modern day language with
a modern day interpretation. That’s the main difference, however beyond that I
haven’t approached it any differently, except that with some writers – and this is
the same with Shakespeare – the language is very particular and so technically
you make an effort and a concession to do that well and to make sure that you
exercise well in order to perform it. So I guess those are the two differences. But
you kind of do that anyway, I suppose, because most writers have a rhythm and a
poetry – there’s a punctuation often to playwrights, not always but often there is a
rhythm that can be to do with dialect or idiom.
How much work did you do before you got into the rehearsal room?
It’s hard to quantify really because I would read it and then put it away for a few
days and then look at it again. I couldn’t quite leave it alone, I kept going back to
it and gnawing away at it. They play really lends itself to that because you can go
back to it again and again and find something else and discover another layer. It
never feels like a hardship or homework, it feels like an exploration which is lovely.
Are there any exercises that you find useful to help you discover your
character?
This is something that I do as a matter of course. You take the text or the script
and you write down all of the facts that relate to you or your character and your
immediate family of people around you who you’re affected by narratively. For
example in Goneril’s case, she is the eldest sister of three sisters, the same father,
we don’t know who the mother is, she’s married to Albany, and so on and so forth.
And if you just start off with the facts then a simple exercise like that can give you
a lovely blueprint to start with, then on top of that you can then as an exercise
you can go through your script and write down everything that is said about your
character. Now those things might be based on truth, or they might tell you more
about the character that’s saying it. So then you’ve got of all of the things that
are said about you – all of the alleged things, all of the truthful things, all of the
facts, all of the perceptions. And that often can give you quite a lovely blueprint
as well and you can pick and choose, obviously with collaboration amongst other
cast members, what is most accurate. You can do the same exercise with what
happens narratively and it seems incredibly obvious but actually if you do do it as
an exercise, it does help you just plot things and get your roots and if you get deep
enough roots then you can start to grow and develop it more sturdily than you
would if you don’t do those exercises.

25

There’s a lot that happens offstage within the plot. Did you work with
other members of the cast to decide what had happened and how it had
happened?
We didn’t do a lot but in rehearsals, led by Michael, we all asked ourselves what
had happened since the last time we saw this character, and so everyone has
the same discussion which means we’re all singing from the same song sheet.
You have to do that but we didn’t spend a great deal of time doing that because
sometimes when it’s open to a lot of interpretation, it will lend itself to more
time given to it but actually with this, the narrative, even the offstage narrative, is
straightforward really.
And since you’ve been in performance have you since had discussion
with other members of the cast to discover that you have created similar
backstories?
No, that’s a really interesting question actually because, obviously whenever you
do a play things develop, but because of the way Michael works and because of
the way this cast has worked with Michael, that element actually is very solid and
nothing has gone off piste. Sometimes, for example, the emotion in one scene
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might go one way and another night it might go another. It’s not noticeable to the
audience – I’m talking about tiny percentages, for example you might feel more
angry one night, or more upset another, within an emotional ark, but it’s something
that isn’t a massive change.
Is this your first time on the Donmar stage?
No, I did a play here about seven or eight years ago – it was Harold Pinter’s Old
Times, and many years ago in the eighties I did a play here in this building before
it became the Donmar Warehouse. It’s great to perform on the stage. You think
of it as a studio space, and of course it is because you’ve got 250 seats and yet
you’ve got your audience on three sides, and you’ve got upstairs. And it’s relatively
steep that upstairs bit and though the acoustic is good, it’s not amazing. So I think
there’s something quite particular about how you need to deliver lines and it’s not
necessarily about volume, but it’s about being clear to the end of the line. It was
actually Harold Pinter, who came to see Old Times when I was in it on a preview
who very strongly pointed that out, because it is deceptive. And it’s interesting
because you can afford to be very intimate, but you must communicate well, and I
think that’s a very broad way of trying to analyse the nub of it. But one of the many
good things about working here is that the audiences are brilliant on the whole.
There is a massively loyal following here and people really enjoy coming to the
space and enjoy the programme, and enjoy the way Michael and the team present
the work here. So you as a cast member benefit from that legacy enormously and
that definitely colours the whole experience here.
How does the design affect your performance?
It’s a gift! Because it reminds you to be incredibly thorough and focused. Michael
and Christopher Oram, the designer presented the set to us on the first day of
rehearsals and I remember they said what they wanted is to try and recreate what
you can often get when you give a run in the rehearsal room, when you’re not
distracted by anything else – you’ve just basically got the actors doing their job.
There’s a purity about it. What they wanted to try and do was recreate that purity
night after night so that it’s really just about the acting. What a fantastic gift to give
a company of actors! But that gift comes with a price, and the price is you must
remain 100% focussed and true to what you’re doing and that’s no hardship either.
There’s no hiding – you simply have to concentrate and be present every moment.
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The Rehearsal Process – by Roisin McBrinn
In broad terms, a rehearsal process is the journey that a company (director, actors,
stage management and design team) go on to create a production. It is the most
vital part in the route to any piece of theatre. What form this time takes depends
on the approach of the director.
I assisted Michael Grandage (director of KING LEAR) on his first two productions
as Artistic Director of the Donmar Warehouse, CALIGULA by Albert Camus and
AFTER MISS JULIE by Patrick Marber. Although each of these plays were very
different and demanded very different approaches, there were similarities in
Michael’s process for both. As with any artist, time and experience develop and
challenge how your work is made, what style of work you want to make and
what keeps you inspired and invigorated, however, there are some elements of
Michael’s approach that I have been told remain stalwarts of his process.
Approaching every play as a new play:
When I assisted him, Michael mentioned this as a leader in his preparation for a
new production. I took it to mean that he would read the play as though it had
never been done before, thus relying entirely on what the writer had written
and what was in the text as opposed to depending on previous realisations for
inspiration and trusting the written word as the only source for the production.
This also feeds into how each text/process must have unique elements to them
depending on the demands of the play.
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Encouraging the cast to arrive off book for the first day of rehearsals:
This ensures that the rehearsal process is one of establishing why and hence
how lines are said instead of spending valuable time in the room on learning lines.
This hugely liberating approach also ensures that the actors have done a lot of
preparation before rehearsals begin.
Clarity of sense:
According to Resident Assistant Director, Titas Halder, during the KING LEAR
rehearsals, Michael would work with the cast using paraphrasing techniques
to ensure that everyone was completely clear of the meaning and sense of
everything they were saying.
Clarity of storytelling:
Of course there are many ways of achieving this but what I observed from Michael
was that there was no element of the story that he would leave unexplored.
Every strand had to be comprehensible from an audience’s perspective. A good
example of this in KING LEAR is how the character trajectory of the Fool is dealt
with, and specifically how or why he leaves. Michael makes the reason for his
departure very comprehensible, even though there are no words to clarify what is
happening.
No blocking:
Michael allows the cast to find the shape of the piece physically by getting it on its
feet very early on (sometimes day one). This means there is a strong reliance on
instinct and truth which, I feel, always shows in his staging. Again this adds to the
clarity of the storytelling.
Passion:
A resounding memory for me of working for Michael is the profound and palpable
passion and commitment he has for the work. This manifests in a capability
to inspire others to his vision, particularly actors. He is very serious about the
importance of each production and this translates into a workforce who value what
they are doing which is an excellent start for creativity and enjoyment.
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KING LEAR in Performance
Exercise 1 – By Dominic Francis
The following practical exercises consider approaches to Shakespeare’s text with reference to a key
speech from King Lear. In the first instance they aim to free the language from its literal meaning,
encouraging the participants to play with the sound, shape and texture of words.
The following soliloquy is spoken by Edmund, the illegitimate son of the Earl of Gloucester, at
the beginning of Scene Two. Alone on stage, he offers his view on life, refusing to submit to the
patriarchal hierarchy that sees King Lear divide his kingdom between his legitimate children. Edmund
declares nature his goddess, arguing that he possesses qualities making him his legitimate brother
Edgar’s equal. Why should he be denied property and power because he is illegitimate? He is
determined to grow and prosper and, like Goneril and Regan, protect his own interests.
KING LEAR by William Shakespeare
An extract from Scene Two
Edmund
Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law
My services are bound. Wherefore should I
Stand in the plague of custom and permit
The curiosity of nations to deprive me,
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines
Lag of a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base?
When my dimensions are as well-compact,
My mind as generous, and my shape as true
As honest madam’s issue? Why brand they us
With ‘base’? with ‘baseness’? ‘bastardy’? ‘base, base’?
Who in the lusty stealth of nature take
More composition and fierce quality
Than doth within a dull, stale, tired bed,
Go to the creating a whole tribe of fops
Got ‘tween asleep and wake? Well then,
Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land.
Our father’s love is to the bastard Edmund
As to the legitimate. Fine word ‘legitimate’!
Well, my ‘legitimate’, if this letter speed
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base
Shall top the legitimate. I grow, I prosper.
Now gods stand up for bastards!
1. As a group, stand in a circle and speak the whole speech but only one word at a time. The first
person speaks the first word, the person on their right the second, and so on round the circle until
the speech is finished.
2. Repeat the exercise, this time participants doing one of two things: when it’s the turn of an
individual to speak, if they find the word interesting – for whatever reason – they should
emphasise it, saying the word to the circle as a whole; if they do not find the word interesting,
then they should simply say it without emphasis to the person on their right.
3. The group should experiment with what sounds the words can make by, for example, elongating
the vowel sounds or stressing the consonants. Participants need to relish the taste and texture
of the language and be aware of what their mouths and tongues have to do in order to say the
words in sequence. How do particular word sounds – harsh, smooth, polysyllabic, etc.?
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4. Participants should look at the speech again and select two lines from it. They should not tell
anyone else what they are.
5. The group is going to discover who has chosen which lines in the following way: they should try
to ‘hear’ the whole speech in their heads and when – and only when – they think it’s time to say
their line/s, speak it aloud.
6. Someone signals when the exercise starts and everyone should concentrate and try to ‘hear’
the progression of the speech. Of course no one knows who has chosen which lines and there
might be no one at all to speak the first, or first few, line/s. If this is the case, when repeating the
exercise, a volunteer should speak the missing lines.
7. Remember, when someone does speak the rest of the group should adjust the pace of the voice
in their head by slowing down or speeding up.
8. Afterwards discuss who chose which line and why. Often people have chosen the same line/s.
What does this reveal? Is there an unspoken agreement among the group that some words or
lines are more significant than others?
The next exercise explores physical ways into Shakespeare’s language in an attempt to avoid
over-analysing the text, which can often result in paralysis of thought and movement. The physical
freedom is meant to encourage greater mental freedom in the participants.
9. Working individually, participants should read the speech aloud – but to themselves – while
moving round the room. At each punctuation mark they should change direction. The stronger the
punctuation, the greater the change. For example, a comma might suggest a veer to the left or
right, whereas a full stop should signal exactly that.
10. Afterwards, the group can discuss how many change of directions they made. How much
punctuation is there within the speech as a whole and what does that suggest about the
thoughts of the character?
11. Participants should repeat the exercise, this time ignoring the punctuation and only changing
direction whenever they think the thought changes.
12. People often talk about their thoughts being ‘all over the place’ or of ‘going round and round
in circles’. Participants should think of the speech as a map designed to help them, the actor,
navigate a complicated journey in the mind of the character. The aim is to plot this journey stepby-step, stage-by-stage, within the room. Is the journey of the speech linear? Does it progress in
a straightforward, uncomplicated manner or is the route circuitous and complex? What clues are
there within the text to indicate a change in the direction of thought?
13. Next, participants should speak the speech again but this time remaining still while recalling the
physical journey in their mind.
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Exercise 2 – by Sophie Watkiss
Textual analysis, Act I, Scene i.
During the first week of rehearsals, Michael Grandage sat down with the actors involved in each
scene, read the scene once, then read it again by ‘translating’ the text from Jacobean English to
modern English. This ensured that everybody understood exactly what they were saying, and that any
words whose meaning might have changed were clarified.
Printed below is the opening scene of KING LEAR. Kent and Gloucester, two Earls loyal to King Lear,
are discovered in conversation.
1. In pairs, read through the scene as it appears in the script.
2. Working together, ‘translate’ each line into modern English, writing your version below each line
of text. Don’t worry if there are words whose present day meanings aren’t clear – just have a go
at guessing what they mean in the context of the conversation.
3. Share you new version by reading it aloud to the rest of the group. How do the new versions
compare with each other? Come to a consensus on the meaning of problematic words; you may
want to consult a published version of the play, which includes a glossary in order to clarify
these.
4. Experiment with staging the scene.
During the first week of rehearsals, this exercise enabled the actors to quickly create a solid
foundation from which to build.

Act I Scene i
Enter Kent, Gloucester and Edmund.
Kent
I thought the King had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall.
Gloucester
It did always seem so to us; but now, in the division of the kingdom,
it appears not which of the Dukes he values most.
Kent
Is not this your son, my lord?
Gloucester
His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge. I have so often blushed
to acknowledge him that now I am brazed to it.
Kent
I cannot conceive you.
Gloucester
Sir, this young fellow’s mother could; whereupon she grew round-wombed,
and had indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she had a husband for her bed.
Do you smell a fault?
Kent
I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue of it being so proper.
Gloucester
But I have a son, sir, by order of law, some year elder than this, who yet
is no dearer in my account. Though this knave came something saucily
to the world, before he was sent for, yet was his mother fair; there was
good sport at his making. Do you know this noble gentleman, Edmund?
Edmund
No, my lord.
Gloucester
My Lord of Kent. Remember him hereafter as my honourable friend.
Edmund
My services to your lordship.
Kent
I must love you, and sue to know you better.
Edmund
Sir, I shall study deserving.
Gloucester
He hath been out nine years, and away he shall again.

39

section

5

Bibliography and Endnotes

Ideas for Further Study
1599 – A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare by James Shapiro
Harold Bloom – The Invention of the Human
King Lear, ed. R.A. Foakes (Arden Shakespeare, 1997)
York Notes Advanced – King Lear by Rebecca Warren (York Press, 2003)
Shakespeare: Text into Performance by Peter Reynolds (Penguin, 1991)
The Empty Space, by Peter Brook, Pelican Modern Classics, reprinted 2008.
Oriental Costumes, their Designs and Colours, Max Tilke, http://www.indiana.
edu/~librcsd/etext/tilke/
Anselm Kiefer’s sculpture ‘Jericho’ at the RA, http://www.royalacademy.org.uk/
exhibitions/kiefer/

End notes
(Endnotes)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

40

Shakespeare: Text into Performance by Peter Reynolds (Penguin, 1991), p.xi
Quoted in York Notes Advanced – King Lear by Rebecca Warren (York Press, 2003), p.115
King Lear: “We have seen the best of our time…”, King Lear Programme (Donmar Warehouse,
2010), p.6
‘The Inception of King Lear’, King Lear, ed. R.A. Foakes (Arden Shakespeare, 1997), pp. 98/108
Ibid., p. 90
Ibid., p. 107
Quoted in York Notes Advanced – King Lear by Rebecca Warren (York Press, 2003), p. 67
Ibid., p. 113
Quoted in the introduction to King Lear, ed. R.A. Foakes (Arden Shakespeare, 1997), p. 15
Quoted in York Notes Advanced – King Lear by Rebecca Warren (York Press, 2003), p. 108
Ibid., pp. 110-111
Ibid., p. 111
King Lear by William Shakespeare, Scene Four, p. 19 (Donmar Warehouse – Final Version,
26/08/10) * NB – In the Donmar Warehouse version of the play, all acts and scenes are renumbered scenes one to twenty-six
Quoted in York Notes Advanced – King Lear by Rebecca Warren (York Press, 2003), p. 111
Contents

41

About the Donmar Warehouse

The Donmar Warehouse is an intimate
not for profit 251 seat theatre located
in the heart of London’s West End. The
theatre attracts almost 100,000 people to
its productions a year. Since 1992, under
the Artistic Direction of Michael Grandage
and his predecessor, Sam Mendes, the
theatre has presented some of London’s
most memorable theatrical experiences as
well as garnered critical acclaim at home
and abroad. With a diverse artistic policy
that includes new writing, contemporary
reappraising of European classics, British
and American drama and music theatre, the
Donmar has created a reputation for artistic
excellence over the last 12 years and has
won 38 Olivier Awards, 23 Critics’ Circle
Awards, 21 Evening Standard Awards, two
South Bank Award and 20 Tony Awards
from nine Broadway productions.

For more information about the Donmar’s
education activities, please contact:
Education Department
Donmar Warehouse
41 Earlham Street
London WC2H 9LX
T: 020 7845 5822
F: 020 7240 4878
W: www.donmarwarehouse.com/education

42

