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Cast and Creative Team

Cast

Rupert Evans
ASToLFo

For the Donmar: Kiss of the Spider Woman. Theatre: includes His Ghostly 
Heart, Psycho Geography (Bush), Romeo and Juliet, King John (RSC), Breathing 
Corpses (Royal Court), Sweet Panic (Duke of York’s), Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet 
(Staffordshire Shakespeare Festival), Venetian Heat (Torchlight). Film: includes 
Sidney Turtlebaum, Agora, Guantanamero/Arritmia, Hellboy. Television: includes 
Emma, Monday Monday, The Palace, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Fingersmith, 
North and South, Sons and Lovers, Paradise Heights, High Stakes, Rockface, 
Crime and Punishment, Lexx, My Family

Kate Fleetwood
RoSAURA

For the Donmar: Hecuba. Theatre: includes Macbeth (Chichester Festival/
Gielgud/New York), Twelfth Night (Chichester Festival), The Winter’s Tale, Pericles 
(RSC), Othello (Theatre Royal, Northampton), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Bristol 
old Vic), Love’s Labour’s Lost (NT), Mariana Pineda (Gate), Tender (Hampstead), 
Medea (Queen’s), Two Noble Kinsmen, The Tempest (Globe), Nativity, Arabian 
Nights (Young Vic), Ghosts (Theatre Royal, Plymouth), Romeo and Juliet 
(Greenwich/UK tour), Comic Mysteries, Twelfth Night, Love Is the Drug (oxford 
Stage Company), Swaggers (old Red Lion). Film: includes Elizabeth: The Golden 
Age, Vanity Fair, A Changed Man, Pure, Beautiful People Television: includes 
Breaking the Mould, Casualty 1909, Waking the Dead, Hustle, Foyle’s War, After 
Thomas, Blade Camp, Midsomer Murders, Murphy’s Law, Spine Chillers, Nathan 
Barley, Silent Witness, The Bill, Doctors, Dalziel and Pascoe, Urban Gothic: The 
End, EastEnders, Holby City, The Infinite Worlds of HG Wells, Getting Hurt, 
World’s First, Lizzie’s Pictures.

Lloyd Hutchinson
CLARIoN

For the Donmar: Twelfth Night (Wyndham’s). Theatre: includes The Observer 
(NT), The Birthday Party (Lyric Hammersmith), Rhinoceros, Some Voices (Royal 
Court), The Lightning Play (Almeida), A Respectable Wedding (Young Vic), Once in 
a Lifetime, The Night Season, Romeo and Juliet, Peer Gynt, The Merry Wives of 
Windsor (NT), Talking to Terrorists, The Permanent Way, The Break of Day, Three 
Sisters, Shopping and Fucking (out of Joint/UK tour), Sherlock Holmes in Trouble, 
The Taming of the Shrew (Manchester Royal Exchange), Stones in His Pockets 
(Duck of York’s), One for the Road (Ambassadors/UK tour), English Journeys 
(Hampstead), Troilus and Cressida, A Month in the Country, A Jovial Crew, The 
School of Night, Tamburlaine the Great Parts I & II (RSC), The Beauty Queen 
of Leenane (Royal Court/Duke of York’s/Irish tour),Translations, The Tempest 
(Abbey, Dublin). Film: includes Slapper, Mrs Henderson Presents, With 
or Without You. Television: includes The Bill, Midsomer Murders, Pulling 
Moves, Murphy’s Law.

1section
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David Horovitch
CLoTALDo

For the Donmar: Mary Stuart (also Apollo). Theatre: includes Taking Sides/
Collaboration (Chichester Festival/Duchess), Seven Jewish Children, Spinning into 
Butter (Royal Court), Absurd Person Singular (Garrick), Losing Louis (Hampstead/
Trafalgar Studios), Major Barbara, Ghosts, What the Butler Saw, The Tempest, A 
Doll’s House (Manchester Royal Exchange),Cymbeline, The Tamer Tamed (RSC), 
The Lucky Ones, Disposing of the Body, An Experiment with an Air Pump, A 
Going Concern (Hampstead), Absolute Hell, Racing Demon, The Misanthrope 
(NT),Copenhagen, Single Spies (UK tours), The Crucifer of Blood (Haymarket). 
Film: includes Young Victoria, Cassandra’s Dream, Max, 102 Dalmatians, Dirty 
Dozen 3, Solomon and Gaenor, Paper Marriage, An Unsuitable Job for a Woman. 
Television: includes Heartbeat, Casualty 1907, Trial and Retribution, Midsomer 
Murders, Foyle’s War, Deceit, Great Expectations, The Sculptress, A Touch of 
Frost, Ivanhoe, Just William, A Piece of Cake, Love Hurts, Miss Marple.

Sharon Small
ESTRELLA

For the Donmar: The Threepenny Opera. Theatre: includes The Exonerated 
(Riverside Studios), Lear (Sheffield Crucible), When Harry Met Sally (Theatre 
Royal, Haymarket), Green Fields (Traverse), Insignificance (Chichester Festival), 
The London Cuckolds (NT), Armstrong’s Last Stand, School for Wives, Travesties 
(Lyceum, Edinburgh), The Nun (Greenwich Studio), Suddenly Last Summer 
(Horseshoe), Cinderella (Stafford), Himself (Nuffield, Southampton), Pinocchio 
(Unicorn), Wuthering Heights, Little Shop of Horrors, The Circle (Perth Rep), The 
Comedy of Errors, My Cousin Rachel (Mercury, Colchester), The Forsyte Saga 
(Haymarket, Basingstoke), The Cherry Orchard, Separate Tables, Arsenic and Old 
Lace, The Circle (Pitlochry Festival), The Broken Jug (Crew Cut Theatre Company). 
Film: includes Last Chance Harvey, Dear Frankie, About a Boy, Bumping the 
Odds, Bite, Driven. Television: includes Murderland, Mistresses, Inspector 
Lynley Mysteries, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Cutting It, Glasgow Kiss, 
Sunburn, No Child of Mine, Hamish Macbeth, The Bill, Dr Finlay, An Independent 
Man,Roughnecks, Taggart.

David Smith
GUARD/SERVANT 2/SoLDIER 2

Theatre: includes Twelfth Night, The Cat Who Ran, Sleeping Beauty, Red Fortress 
(Unicorn), The Dumb Waiter, TheProposal (Compass Theatre Company), Journey 
to the River Sea (Theatre Centre/Unicorn), Non-Contact Time, The Postman 
Always Rings Twice, The Winslow Boy, The Snow Queen (WYP), A Month in the 
Country, Meantime, Northanger Abbey (North Country Theatre), Lord of the Flies 
(Pilot Theatre Company), Yallery Brown (Theatre Royal, Northampton). Television: 
includes Five Days, Spooks:Code 9, Emmerdale, Diamond Geezer, Waterloo Road, 
Hollyoaks, The Marchioness, Welcome to Orty Fou, Bright Sparks.
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Malcolm Storry
BASILIo

Theatre: includes Oedipus, The Royal Hunt of the Sun, Cyrano de Bergerac (NT), 
The Lord of the Rings (Theatre Royal, Drury Lane), A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
Anthony and Cleopatra,Volpone, The Changeling, Singer, Softcops, Maydays, 
Macbeth, Molière, King Lear, Television Times, Wild Oats, Piaf (RSC), The Crucible 
(Theatr Clwyd),The Crucible, The Absence of War, Murmuring Judges (Birmingham 
Rep),The Tempest (Almeida), Art (Wyndham’s), The Caretaker (ETT), After Aida 
(old Vic/WNo), Hamlet, Othello, The Tooth of Crime, Woyzeck (open Space). 
Film: includes Elizabeth: The Golden Age, The Rocket Post, The Man Who Knew 
Too Little, The Scarlet Letter, The Last of the Mohicans, Under Suspicion, The 
Princess Bride, Coming Through, Firefox, Coming Out of the Ice, The Sailor’s 
Return. Television: includes Doc Martin, New Tricks, Above Suspicion, Jekyll, 
Dead Clever, The Debt, Midsomer Murders, Sword of Honour, The Knock, Children 
of the New Forest, Food for Ravens,Heartbeat, Pie in the Sky.

Dylan Turner
GUARD/SERVANT 1/SoLDIER 1

Theatre: includes Much Ado About Nothing (Veni Vidi), High School Musical 
(Hammersmith Apollo), Mamma Mia! (Prince of Wales), Footloose (UK tour), 
Grease (Victoria Palace), Sweet Charity (Sheffield Crucible), Chicago (original UK 
tour). Film: includes Mamma Mia! Television: includes Rhinestone Cowboys.

Dominic West
SEGISMUNDo

Theatre: includes Rock ’n’ Roll (Duke of York’s), The Voysey Inheritance (NT), As 
You Like It (Wyndham’s), Design for Living (New York), A Country Wife (Sheffield 
Crucible), The Seagull, Cloud Nine, Waste (old Vic), The Silver Tassie (Almeida), 
De La Guarda (Roundhouse). Film: includes Centurion, From Time to Time, The 
Punisher II, 300, Hannibal Rising, The Forgotten, Mona Lisa Smile, Rockstar, 28 
Days, The Phantom Menace, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Spice World, Diana 
and Me, The Gambler, True Blue, Surviving Picasso, Richard III, E=MC2, 3 Joes. 
Television: includes The Mould in Dr Florey’s Coat, The Devil’s Whore, The Wire, 
Nicholas Nickleby, Out of Hours, A Christmas Carol.
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Creative Team

Pedro Calderón de la Barca
AUTHoR

Pedro Calderon de la Barca (1600-81) is considered one of the greatest playwrights 
of the Spanish Golden Age. Among his best-known secular dramas are El médico 
de su honra (The Surgeon of His Honour, 1635), La vida es sueño (Life Is a 
Dream, 1635), El alcalde de Zalamea (The Mayor of Zalamea, 1640), La hija del 
aire (The Daughter of the Air, 1653). He also wrote operas and plays with religious 
and mythological themes. In 1623 he began to write plays for the court, rapidly 
becoming the leading member of the small group of dramatic poets whom King 
Philip IV gathered around him. In 1636 the king made him a Knight of the Military 
order of St James. He was ordained in 1651 and announced that he would write 
no more for the stage. This intention he kept as regards to the public theatres, but 
at the king’s command he continued to write regularly for the court theatre.

Helen Edmundson
AUTHoR

Plays: include Mother Teresa Is Dead (Royal Court), The Clearing (Bush/ Shared 
Experience at the Tricycle/UK tour). Adaptations: include War and Peace (Shared 
Experience/NT/Nottingham Playhouse/UK tour), Coram Boy (NT/New York), Zorro 
(Garrick), Orestes (Shared Experience at the Tricycle/UK tour), Gone to Earth 
(Shared Experience at the Lyric Hammersmith/UK tour) Mill on the Floss (Shared 
Experience at the Tricycle/Ambassadors/UK & international tours), Anna Karenina 
(Shared Experience at the Tricycle/New York/UK & international tours). Television: 
includes Stella, One Day. Radio: includes The Mayor of Casterbridge, The Voyage 
Out. Helen is currently writing a new play for the RSC.

Jonathan Munby
DIRECToR

Theatre: includes Serious Money (Birmingham Rep), The Dog in the Manger 
(Shakespeare Theatre, Washington, DC), 24 Hour Plays (old Vic), The White 
Devil (Menier Chocolate Factory), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Globe), Henry 
V, Mirandolina (Manchester Royal Exchange), The Canterbury Tales (RSC/
Gielgud/international tour), A Number, The Comedy of Errors, Bird Calls (Sheffield 
Crucible), Madness in Valencia (RSC), Nakamitsu (Gate), Noises Off (Arena Stage, 
Washington, DC), Journeys Among the Dead (Young Vic), Bed Show (Bristol old 
Vic), The Anniversary (Garrick), John Bull’s Other Island (Lyric, Belfast), Tartuffe 
(Watermill/UK tour), The Gentleman from Olmedo, The Venetian Twins, The 
Triumph of Love, Dancing at Lughnasa (Watermill, Newbury), Troilus and Cressida, 
Love for Love, Festen, The Way of the World (Guildhall), Numb (C Venue, 
Edinburgh Fringe). Opera: includes Don Giovanni (ETo), Sweetness and Badness 
(WNo).
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Angela Davies
DESIGNER

Theatre: includes The Father (Chichester), Mahabharata (Sadler’s Wells), The 
Odyssey (Lyric Hammersmith/Bristol old Vic), Bronte (Lyric/touring), After Mrs 
Rochester (Duke of York’s/touring), The Clearing, A Doll’s House, Mother Courage, 
The House of Bernarda Alba (Shared Experience), The Magic Carpet (Lyric 
Hammersmith), Twelfth Night, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Bristol old Vic), 
Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, Don Juan, The Hypochondriac 
(WYP), Night of the Soul, Victoria, Shadows (RSC), Olga, Wormwood (Traverse, 
Edinburgh), Nightingale and Chase (Royal Court), Stairs to the Roof (Chichester), 
The Nativity (Young Vic), The Maid’s Tragedy (Globe), As You Like It (Washington 
Shakespeare Theatre). Opera: includes Rigoletto (Nevill Holt, Grange Park), Falstaff 
(Grange Park), La Cenerentola, La Gazza Ladra (Garsington opera), The Magic Flute 
(opera House, Graz), Snatched by the Gods, Broken Strings (Almeida opera).

Neil Austin
LIGHTING DESIGNER

For the Donmar: A Streetcar Named Desire, Hamlet (Wyndham’s/New York), 
Madame de Sade (Wyndham’s), Twelfth Night (Wyndham’s), Piaf (also Vaudeville/
Buenos Aires), Parade – Knight of Illumination Award (also Los Angeles), John 
Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, The Cryptogram, Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud/
New York/USA 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 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 I & II, 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 Rhapsody (Royal Ballet), 
The Soldier’s Tale (RoH2 &Tokyo), The Canterville Ghost (ENB), Pineapple Poll 
(Birmingham Royal Ballet), Darkness & Light (Tokyo).

Dominic Haslam
CoMPoSER & SoUND DESIGNER

Theatre: includes Romeo and Juliet (Ludlow Festival/Exeter Northcott), Serious 
Money (Birmingham Rep), The White Devil (Menier Chocolate Factory), The 
Elephant Man (Sheffield Lyceum/UK tour),The Herbal Bed, The Crucible (Salisbury), 
Henry V, Mirandolina (Manchester Royal Exchange), Heroes and Invisible 
Mountains (NT education tours), Tartuffe (Watermill/UK tour), The Tempest (New 
Wolsey, Ipswich), A Comedy of Errors (Sheffield Crucible), John Bull’s Other Island 
(Lyric, Belfast), The Gentleman from Olmedo, The Venetian Twins, The Triumphof 
Love (Watermill, Newbury), Bird Calls (Crucible Studio), School of Night,Madness 
in Valencia (RSC), Dancing at Lughnasa (Watermill/Greenwich), Journeys Among 
the Dead (Young Vic). Television: includes We Are History, Hyperdrive. 
Radio: includes Danny Robins’ Music Therapy, Museum of Everything.
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Ansuman Biswas
CoMPoSER & MUSICIAN

Theatre: includes How Long Is a Piece of String? (Barbican), Nakamitsu (Gate), 
The Tempest, Haroun and the Sea of Stories, Dr Faustus (NT), Peer Gynt (Contact, 
Manchester), Beauty Sleeps (Young Vic), River on Fire (Lyric Hammersmith), 
Othello, Oedipus Tyrannus (BAC), The Observatory (oval House), Homage 
(Tricycle), AYearning (Birmingham Rep), The Seagull, Ion, Iph… (Mercury, 
Colchester), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Royal Court). Residencies: Hewlett-
Packard Research Lab (Bangalore), National Institute of Medical Research 
(London), Headlands Centre (San Francisco), Portsmouth Cathedral, National 
Review of Live Art (Glasgow), Guangdong Modern Dance Company (China), NICA 
(Myanmar), IIC (Delhi), Maine Summer Dramatic Institute (USA). Ansuman’s 
international interdisciplinary practice encompasses music, film, live art,installation, 
writing and theatre. He has exhibited widely, including at Tate Modern, the South 
London & Whitechapel Galleries, the Institute of Contemporary Arts, and even 
in zero gravity. His latest performance,The Manchester Hermit, involved solitary 
confinement in a Gothic tower for 40 days and 40 nights.

Mike Ashcroft
MoVEMENT DIRECToR

As a performer: includes Enter Achilles (DV8), The Sweatlodge, We Want 
God Now (ManAct), Dinner Dance(The Kosh) and his own shows The Crooner, 
Ropeman, Le Baton, Wizard of Oz in Three Minutes, Doorways and Riding the 
Storm. Work as movement director: includes Punk Rock (Lyric, Hammersmith), 
Hamlet, Love’s Labour’s Lost, A Comedy of Errors, Merry Wives – The Musical, 
Antony and Cleopatra, The Tempest, Julius Caesar, The Canterbury Tales, A 
Midsummer’s Night Dream (RSC), Nakamitsu (Gate), When Harry Met Sally 
(Haymarket), Resurrection Blues (old Vic), Three Sisters, A Christmas Carol, 
Shang-a-lang (Chichester Festival), Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance, The Contractor, 
Singer (oxford Stage Company), The Comedy of Errors, The Romans in Britain 
(Sheffield Crucible), A Tale of Two Cities (Salisbury Playhouse), orestes (Shared 
Experience), Alice Through the Looking Glass, The Lord of the Flies (Sherman 
Theatre, Cardiff). Opera: includes Cosi Fan Tutti (ENo).
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An introduction to Calderón’s work 
and the theatre of the Golden Age

The historical and cultural roots of LIFE IS A 
DREAM

Calderón wrote LIFE IS A DREAM in 1635; it is steeped in the events and ideas 
that had pulsed through Spain’s recent past. An examination of these events and 
ideas offers a useful way to contextualise the historical and cultural roots of the 
work.

By the time of Calderón’s birth in 1600, Spain was rapidly losing the position 
of political dominance that it had held in Europe and the world. Since 1492, 
Spain’s annus mirablis, when the kingdom – formed by the political marriage of 
Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile – reconquered the Iberian peninsula 
for Christianity after centuries of war. Columbus’ expedition also contributed to 
the building of Spain’s Empire by unexpectedly delivering to Spain colonies in a 
new world. When Ferdinand and Isabella’s grandson Charles came to the throne 
in 1516, he inherited not only Castile and Aragon (which includes much of present-
day Italy), but also Burgundy, the Netherlands, and the vast Holy Roman Empire.

2section
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The first challenge to Spain’s supremacy emerged through assaults on the 
predominance of Catholicism, the faith central to Spanish culture. This came 
firstly in the guise of Martin Luther’s Protestant Reformation against the Catholic 
Church, and secondly from England’s split with Rome to facilitate King Henry VIII’s 
divorce from Ferdinand and Isabella’s daughter Catherine. This led directly to the 
instigation of the Spanish Inquisition to crush dissent within the Empire itself.

When Philip II inherited the throne of the Spanish Empire in 1556, his primary 
role was as defender of God’s true faith. This role continued throughout his reign, 
and, thirty years into his kingship, was the motivation for the full-scale invasion 
of England that he embarked upon in August 1588: in order to eliminate this 
Protestant menace, he sent his Invincible Armada of 130 warships to invade 
England. Weeks later, broken ships and broken soldiers washed up on Spanish 
shores. Superior English strategy and bad weather had decimated Philip’s navy, 
costing him 70 ships and 15,000 men. The effect on Spain’s idea of itself was 
even more disastrous. The defeat ‘lost us respect and the good reputation among 
warlike peoples which we used to have,’ wrote Jerónimo de Sepúlveda, a monk 
in the Escorial. ‘The grief it caused in all of Spain was extraordinary… almost the 
entire country went into mourning.’1

A second, more personal challenge to the kingdom then emerged for Philip II. His 
only son, the sickly Charles, became increasingly unstable. After several violent 
outbursts and threats against his father, Charles awoke one morning in 1568 to 
armed guards. Philip reluctantly imprisoned his son in a tower, where the crazed 
prince would die soon after. Already feeling besieged by the Protestant threat to 
his empire, Philip now found himself without an heir. The imprisonment of his 
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own son and the story of the prince in the tower became part of the country’s 
consciousness, and is the story that Calderón places at the heart of his play. In 
LIFE IS A DREAM, King Basilio of Poland has his son, Segismundo, imprisoned 
because of a prophecy which says that he will become a ruthless king. By the 
time of his death in 1598, Philip II had another son to succeed him, but he was 
all too aware that this profligate heir, the future Philip III, cared more for court 
entertainments than for affairs of state.

Amidst these political dilemmas, Spain began to embark on a period of 
introspection in an attempt to discover at what point reality had been exchanged 
for the illusion of Empire. Akiva Fox, writing in the programme note for the 
Donmar’s production, raises questions that the country was now addressing: Had 
it been deceiving itself all along? Had its days of pre-eminence proved little more 
than a comforting dream, from which a disillusioned nation must now awake with 
a start?2 As the nation had this debate, the profligate new King Philip III continued 
living the dream. This was the Spain into which Calderón was born – ironically, as 
the son of a courtier who administered the King’s troubled treasury – and whose 
philosophical debates he absorbed as he grew up.

In 1621 Philip IV succeeded his father. Calderón’s rise as a playwright coincided 
with the rise of a new king and of a new philosophy. This philosophy imagined 
people as hybrids, half rational human and half irrational beast, and so there 
could be no higher achievement than conquering one’s bestial impulses to follow 
a righteous path. Crucially, however, submission to God’s will did not prevent 
the exercise of human free will. This idea matched the Catholic principle of 
justification, the belief that people could win their salvation through good deeds 
and faith. With his trusted minister olivares, Philip IV set out to reform both the 
morality espoused by his father, and his bloated government. olivares himself 
embarked on a personal quest for morality; it is rumoured that he commissioned 
Calderón to write LIFE IS A DREAM, the central ideas of which support the new 
philosophical code: at the heart of Calderón’s play is Segismundo, half man, half 
beast, whose journey sees him conquer his indulgences to follow a righteous 
path.

The Golden Age
The most notable irony for Spain during this period was that, at a time when it was 
spiralling into a political decline, it was at its cultural zenith. The Spain of Philip II 
(1556-98), Philip III (1598-1621) and Philip IV (1621-65) spawned a succession of 
painters, poets, prose-writers and dramatists, who confronted and engaged with 
the issues at the heart of the period through their art. This flowering of the arts 
came to be known as the Golden Age.

When Calderón wrote LIFE IS A DREAM in 1635, Spain was at the apex of the 
ascent of the Golden Age. The theatre of the Golden Age explored society at all 
levels, and, unlike other art forms – such as poetry, prose and much painting – it 
reached out to a cross-section of the population.



12

Lope de Vega and the social hierarchy endemic in the plays of 
the Golden Age
The theatre in Spain was firmly established by the brilliant and prolific Lope de 
Vega, who is recognised as the country’s first outstanding playwright. He is 
credited with having written twelve hundred plays, of which seven hundred and 
fifty survive. Written in free flowing verse, they portray an idealised Catholic 
society distinguished by a hierarchical structure of kings, nobles and commoners 
(usually peasants). The king, supported by his nobles, rules; the commoners are 
ruled. Lope de Vega’s plays accentuate the point that rulers have responsibilities 
as well as rights, and the peasants have rights as well as responsibilities. 
This is exemplified in one of his most enduring works, Fuenteovejuna (The 
Sheepfold), which charts the revolt of the villagers against a brutal overlord, as 
well as the revolt of the overlord against the king. The nobleman thus fails in his 
responsibilities to his villagers, as well as to his superior and must be removed 
from office before harmony can be restored. The sanctity of social order is also 
prevalent in Calderón’s work, including LIFE IS A DREAM. As Rupert Evans 
(Astolfo) comments in his interview which appears later in this study guide, ‘what 
keeps the world turning is the idea that everyone knows their place and there 
is a hierarchy that works’. This is exemplified in Astolfo’s willingness to accept 
Rosaura as his wife only when he finds out that she is from a noble family; it is 
also the principle that underlies Segismundo’s decision at the end of the play to 
punish the rebel soldier who, although loyal to Segismundo, has been disloyal to 
the reigning king.
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The ‘honour code.’
Probably the most difficult concept contained within the plays of the Golden 
Age for a contemporary audience to appreciate is the ‘honour code’ (pundonor). 
This code embodied the accepted principles of living at the time: your name, 
your reputation – including your sexual reputation – were held in incredibly high 
esteem. The code appears to transcend religion or the law. For example, if a wife 
was suspected of having an affair, her husband could take action. The code also 
underpins LIFE IS A DREAM: King Basilio strips his son Segismundo of his honour, 
and without honour there is no life, ‘until a life has been avenged, it cannot be a 
life at all’; Rosaura follows Astolfo to Poland to avenge his abandonment of her.

The style of ‘Calderonian’ drama
Calderón, a generation younger that Lope de Vega, took on the playwright’s 
mantle, succeeding him as Philip IV’s court dramatist in 1635, the same year that 
he wrote LIFE IS A DREAM. He wrote between 400 and 500 plays, of which more 
than two hundred survive.

Calderón’s style, i.e. his use of language, rhetoric and images, is distinctive in 
comparison to the work of Lope de Vega and the first generation of playwrights 
of the Golden Age. Calderón’s dialogue is more overtly poetic: his characters are 
frequently offered soliloquies where they will argue logically and in depth in order 
to analyse their emotions, decide on a course of action, weigh up their dilemmas, 
and assess life’s obstacles in their way. The detail of the rhetoric reflects the 
complexity of the character’s dilemma. Traits of these soliloquies include:

Anaphora  The use of the same word or phrase at the beginning of 
several successive sentences, lines or verses, usually 
for emphasis

Hyperbaton  A figure of speech in which the expected word order is 
inverted for emphasis.

Chiasmus  A rhetorical construction in which the words in the 
second of two paired phrases is the reverse of the 
order in the first.

Rhetorical questions  A question asked for effect that neither expects nor 
requires an answer.

Antithesis  The use of words or phrases that are the exact opposite 
to each other

Periphrasis   The use of lengthy and/or indirect speech in order to 
say something
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The inner turmoil of Calderón’s characters is often expressed through reference 
to the elemental world of earth, air, water and fire. This is seen in the opening 
speeches of Rosaura and Segismundo in LIFE IS A DREAM, printed here:

Rosaura	 Horse!	Where	are	you?	Where	are	you?	Horse!
	 Unnatural,	deluded	beast.
	 Do	you	think	you	are	an	eagle,
	 a	hippogryph	who	dares	to	ride
	 and	race	upon	a	rampant	wind?
	 You	are	lightning	without	its	fire,
	 you	are	a	bird	without	its	plumes,
	 a	fish	without	scales,	a	creation
	 most	undeserving	of	your	name.
	 Where	are	you?	To	which	stark	outcrop
	 of	this	confusing	labyrinth
	 did	you	bolt,	did	you	hurl	yourself	from?
	 Stay	here	then,	and	be	the	Phaeton
	 of	the	beasts.	I	myself,	alone
	 and	desperate	with	only	fate
	 to	point	the	way,	shall	start	down
	 this	lofty	mountain-face,	so	cragged
	 and	furrowed	against	the	years	of	sun.
	 Oh,	Poland.	This	is	no	welcome
	 for	a	stranger,	demanding
	 that	I	register	in	blood
	 upon	your	soil.	Hardly	arrived
	 and	such	a	hard	arrival.
	 I	cannot	doubt	what	trials	await	me,
	 yet	let	there	be	some	comfort
	 for	my	dismal	and	unhappy	soul.

Segismundo	 Oh,	wretched	me!	Unhappy	me!
	 Dear	Lord	in	Heaven,	tell	me	please,
	 What	harm	does	my	existence	mean
	 that	I	should	be	so	cruelly	used
	 as	this?	That	I	was	born	I	do
	 confess,	and	being	born	is	Man’s
	 most	heinous	crime,	deserving
	 of	severest	judgement,	yet	and	yet
	 I	cannot	grasp	nor	comprehend
	 what	further	crime	I	did	commit
	 that	I	should	be	condemned
	 to	such	extremes	of	punishment.
	 For	are	not	all	men	born,	as	I?
	 And	given	so,	what	mitigation,
	 what	rights	are	theirs	which	I,	alas,
	 am	not	entitled	to	employ?
	 The	bird	is	born	and	straightaway,
	 leaving	the	confines	of	the	nest,
	 soars	into	the	sky	with	boundless	joy,
	 a	flower	of	feathers,	a	dazzling
	 bouquet	in	flight,	it	glides	and	sweeps
	 unfettered	to	exultant	heights.
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	 I	have	more	soul	than	any	bird
	 and	yet	must	I	have	less	freedom?
	 The	beast	is	born,	its	patterned	coat
	 a	miracle	of	nature’s	art,
	 intricate	as	the	distant	stars,
	 yet	stirred	by	instincts	hard	and	deep,
	 it	soon	becomes	a	monster,
	 a	predator	with	claws	and	teeth
	 that	strikes	with	cold	barbarity.
	 I	have	more	conscience	than	the	beast,
	 and	yet	must	I	have	less	freedom?
	 The	fish	is	born,	sliding	out	from	mud
	 and	roe,	a	freakish	thing	that	shuns
	 the	very	air.	But	once	a	vessel
	 on	the	seas	it	dances	through	the	water’s
	 flow,	voyages	without	a	care,
	 the	oceans’	vast	extremities.
	 I	have	more	purpose	than	the	fish,
	 And	yet	must	I	have	less	freedom?
	 The	river’s	born,	a	silvery	snake,
	 that	curls	and	winds	through	hills	and	vales,
	 urging	the	budding	land	to	wake,
	 the	trees	to	blossom	in	its	trail,
	 ‘til	still	at	last	upon	the	plain,
	 it	melts	into	its	own	domain.
	 I	have	more	life	than	any	river,
	 and	yet	must	I	have	less	freedom?
	 I	cannot	contain	the	passion
	 which	this	stirs	within	my	breast.
	 I	am	an	Etna,	a	volcano,
	 I	will	choke	upon	my	heart
	 and	spew	the	fragments	of	my	anguish
	 out	into	the	air.	Why?	Why?
	 What	law,	cause,	justice	can	deny
	 a	man	his	liberty,	a	right
	 so	pure,	so	vital	it	is	granted
	 to	the	river,	and	to	the	fish,
	 to	the	beast,	and	to	the	bird?

 Practical Exercise 
Read	through	these	two	speeches.

•		What	is	your	immediate	impression	of	the	speeches?	What	stands	out?

•		How	do	they	relate	to	the	traits	of	Calderón’s	soliloquies	listed	under	the	heading,	‘The	style	of	
Calderonian	drama’?
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The ideas, story and characters in Calderón’s 
LIFE IS A DREAM

The play’s ideas

‘There is a violence in the play, a darkness, but also a shining light, waking up to 
realise there is a life beyond your own, and with that life, responsibility.’

Jonathan Munby, director, LIFE IS A DREAM

The title of Calderón’s play, LIFE IS A DREAM comes to us via translation. The title 
in Spanish is La vida es sueno. The word ‘sueno’ means both dream and sleep in 
its original language, and the Spanish audience would hear these dual meanings 
in the word, ‘we are dreaming/sleeping until we are awake’, i.e. enlightened. 
The concept of Calderón’s play, of life as a dream, is an ancient idea, found in 
Hinduism and Platonism and employed by other dramatists including Lope de Vega 
and Shakespeare. The axis of illusion and reality is part of the Catholic orthodoxy, 
the view of life as a transitory illusion on the path to the next life; our life as a 
‘dream’, a rehearsal for another life. Another central tenet of the play is the conflict 
between free will and fate. What is life’s worth? What do we make of our life? It 
(LIFE IS A DREAM) throws open these debates.

The story of the play
In the play, Calderón transports us to a far off kingdom, a mythical Poland, thus 
avoiding direct comparison with the Spanish royal family and his own homeland. 
In the play, Basilio, King of Poland, has imprisoned his son, Segismundo, (from 
birth), because the stars foretold that he ‘was to prove a desperate and a fearless 
man, the harshest Prince, a ruthless King.’ Basilio conceals his deed, telling his 
subjects that his son died at birth.

Segismundo is a grown man at the start of the play, and Basilio reveals to his 
court, including his nephew Astolfo, and niece Estrella, that his son is still alive. 
Until this moment, Astolfo and Estrella are the king’s heirs whom he has asked 
to form an alliance so that they can share the throne. After the revelation, they 
both concede to Basilio’s wish that his son should be given a chance to prove 
the stars wrong and to rule the kingdom for a day. Segismundo is drugged by his 
jailer, Clotaldo, and taken from his prison to the king’s palatial quarters. When 
he wakes up he is told of his noble birth and, full of anger at this betrayal by his 
father, behaves violently, killing a guard and attempting rape. For perpetrating this 
behaviour, Segismundo is again drugged and returned to his tower and told upon 
waking by Clotaldo that the previous day’s events were but a dream. Despite the 
events being a dream, Clotaldo scolds Segismundo for his un-princely behaviour, 
which prompts remorse in him. Rebels who oppose the king then break into the 
tower and free Segismundo, hailing him as their new king. Segismundo and the 
rebels defeat Basilio’s army. However, Segismundo again questions if he is in 
reality or in a dream, finally deciding that, even in a dream we have to behave well 
because ‘God is God’ and forgives the king.
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The play’s characters, in order of appearance

‘The play is a hybrid, as well as the world Calderón creates. Rosaura is a hybrid 
form, appearing before us as both man and woman. She is an extraordinary figure, 
like a Joan of Arc riding into the battlefield.’

Jonathan Munby, director, LIFE IS A DREAM

Rosaura

Central to the play’s action is the character of Rosaura, who serves as 
Segismundo’s guide, leading him to his final spiritual awakening. She is the first 
character whom we meet in the play when, disguised as a man, she is thrown 
from her horse and discovers Segismundo’s hidden prison. She has ventured 
into Poland and is heading for the court, where she intends to take vengeance 
on Astolfo, who promised to marry her and subsequently abandoned her. 
Segismundo and Rosaura are catalysts for their own discoveries. There is a gaping 
hole in Segismundo’s soul and then he sees Rosaura. They are key to each other’s 
enlightenment; they are the light for each other. When she arrives at court, she 
takes on the name of Astrea, the goddess of chastity and justice.
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Clarion

Rosaura is accompanied by her servant, Clarion, who represents the character 
type of the Clown (Gracioso). Clarion consistently breaks the fourth wall, 
addressing the audience and puncturing the bubble of the importance of the play. 
His name is analogous to a medieval trumpet called a clarion, that has a high 
pitched tone. As he says to Clotaldo in Act one, as he coerces him into offering 
him a place of refuge at the court:

‘You	all	forget	my	name	is	Clarion,
and	should	this	horn	decide	to	call,
it	could	broadcast	loud	and	clear,
a	tale	for	everyone	to	hear,
of	you,	the	King,	of	Astolfo,
and	my	mistress	too.	Clarion	–	
secret.	Secret	–	Clarion.
It’s	not	a	healthy	mix	at	all.’
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Segismundo

When Segismundo first appears, he is bound with chains and dressed in animal 
pelts, which serve as a strong visual metaphor for his reduction to the status of 
a caged animal. The play charts his journey from man/beast to perfect prince. He 
is the only character who learns the paradoxical nature of vision. He learns to see 
himself in order to see others, and learns to practice self-control in order to lead 
the kingdom of Poland.

Jonathan Thacker encapsulates the philosophical ideas embodied in Segismundo’s 
shifting pattern of behaviour during play’s dramatic action:

The play dramatizes the development of Segismundo from man-beast to 
perfect prince. Through the trickery of Clotaldo and Basilio, who oversee 
his violent and chaotic introduction to the court (to test the truth written in 
the stars) and then return him to the tower assuring him that he dreamed 
his changed circumstances, the bestial Segismundo comes to learn the 
importance of acting well in dreams. When an uprising frees him and allows 
him to march victorious in his father’s place, Segismundo is careful no to act 
tyrannically a second time. He dispenses justice, speaks rationally, resists 
his sexual inclinations in restoring Rosaura’s honour through marriage to 
Astolfo, marries Estrella for the good of his country, and seems the model of 
prudence and discretion…Segismundo is able to minimize the importance of 
what happens to him in this mundane dream-life in preparation for the reality 
which is the after-life. His behaviour then exemplifies a Christianized Roman 
philosophical outlook and is intended in some respects as an example for all 
humankind.3
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Clotaldo

When we first meet Clotaldo, it is in his role as Segismundo’s abusive jailer. 
As Rosaura, in the guise of a young man, surrenders her sword to Clotaldo, he 
recognises it as the sword he gave to Rosaura’s mother which:

‘was	to	be	a	secret	code,
a	warning	sign	in	years	to	come,
that	whoever	wore	it	round	his	waist
could	claim	from	me	a	father’s/love	and	all	the	warm	devotion
that	a	man	owes	a	son.’	(I.iv)

For the remainder of the play, the challenge for Clotaldo is to balance his role as 
undisclosed father, defending the honour of his child, with that of loyal subject to 
Basilio.
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Astolfo, Duke of Muscovy

In Astolfo’s first scene, we learn that he has travelled from Muscovy and his 
‘beloved territories’ at the bequest of his uncle, Basilio, King of Poland, so that he 
might be betrothed to his cousin Estrella. This marriage would unite the kingdom 
and enable both Astolfo and Estrella to inherit the Polish crown as king and queen. 
In order to align himself romantically with Estrella, Astolfo has broken his bond to 
Rosaura, who pursues him from Muscovy to Poland in order to restore her honour.
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Estrella

Estrella is a princess. She has also travelled from abroad (for the purposes of 
rehearsal, it was decided that her homeland was Lithuania) in order take up her 
place as heir to the Polish throne by making an alliance with Astolfo. However, 
Estrella is wary of Astolfo’s fidelity and ability to truly love her; he wears the 
portrait of another woman (Rosaura) around his neck, the surrender of which 
becomes an important symbol to Estrella in her decision to finally reject Astolfo’s 
proposal.
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Basilio, King of Poland

Basilio admits that ‘it is the sciences I value most and best of all’. Throughout the 
play we observe him controlling events through intellectual mastery, and drawing 
on astrology to read fate written in the stars. By doing this, he disregards the 
issue of human will, as can be seen in his decision to raise his son in isolation. 
This enforces a division between man and nature, with Segismundo emerging into 
adulthood more beast than man.
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Inside the rehearsal room

The creative team’s vision for LIFE IS A DREAM

We are taking Calderón’s viewpoint of ‘creating’ a world. It needs to 
have certain qualities, not contemporary; a world where people ride 
horses, wear armour, adhere to a code of honour.

Jonathan Munby, director, LIFE IS A DREAM

on the first day of rehearsal, director Jonathan Munby introduced the cast to 
his vision for the Donmar’s production of LIFE IS A DREAM, accompanied by an 
insight into the theatre of the Spanish Golden Age to support them in the first 
stages of the rehearsal process. ‘It is a genre and a play that people know little 
about’, says Jonathan, ‘known as the Spanish HAMLET, it is being performed at 
the Donmar hot on the heels of Shakespeare’s HAMLET, asking similar questions 
about our existence. The play has a strong religious frame; Calderón was writing 
from a Catholic centred place. It is about moral awakening, identifying a sense of 
responsibility that we have in this world’.

The idea of fate versus self-will being at the core of the play was also discussed. 
The two ideas are at loggerheads in the play, and Jonathan expressed his desire 
to explore these ideas in the rehearsal process: ‘What is Calderón’s view, and our 
view in relation to his? Fate might be a given, but it is what we do on the road to it 
that is important. one message the play has is our ability to do good.’

The cast and creative team also consider that, on another level, the play is about 
the abuse/misuse of people. With its key image of the imprisonment of a son in 
a tower: deprived of honour, kept in ignorance of love and life and the ability to 
exert his free will, Segismundo’s only human contact is with his jailer, Clotaldo. 
The cast immediately draw parallels with the recently exposed case of Josef Fritzl, 
who imprisoned his own daughter in a cellar beneath the family home in Austria, 
abusing her for years and fathering her children. ‘I’d like us to ask hard questions 
about the reality of this existence’, says Jonathan.

A consideration is made about the type of theatre that Calderón was writing 
for. This bears similarities to Shakespeare’s theatre, in that it was open, with 
performances in the late afternoon which meant that actors and audience were lit 
as one. The creative team have decided that these principles should be applied to 
the Donmar’s production. ‘The audience will become the court’, explains Jonathan, 
‘during each soliloquy, we will be a theatre full of you, seeing us, seeing you.’

Jonathan expresses his ambition to stage scenes not in the text in order to 
visually support the storytelling process: ‘We’ll use you, the cast, as an ensemble, 
opening the performance with rhythmic clapping and stamps to emulate the 
horse’s rhythm and heart beat – re-inventing a form of Flamenco. It will be a way 
of delivering Rosaura into the world of her play, thrown from her horse. Fate 
calls her to Poland; you, the company of actors, will represent Poland, acting as 
an oppositional force to her coming into your country. She will challenge this, 
believing she has a right to be here. We will keep coming back to this clapped 
rhythm. We will also draw on a vocal tradition of a singer accompanying the story 
using sounds that connect deep to the soul; there is something about the cry of 
Segismundo that rings out from this’.

3section
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The play’s setting is also carefully considered: Calderón’s Poland is an invented 
world. He never travelled there; he uses it in the way Shakespeare uses Illyria, 
as a place where transformation can take place. It is a transported, hybrid Spain. 
‘As we know from the text’, suggests Jonathan, ‘it is a barren, stony place’. The 
possible historical connection to the real Poland is considered: there was a king 
of Poland, Segismundo the old, who was a humanist, an enlightened man, and 
who died in 1548, a hundred years or so before the play was written. The cast 
consider the tensions in the play that arise between Muscovy (present day Russia) 
and Poland, which are exemplified by the presence of Astolfo, Duke of Muscovy, 
in the play. There had been a hundred year war between Poland and Muscovy, 
which had inflamed these tensions. ‘The challenge is to create the world of the 
play’ says Jonathan, ‘Poland feels ‘mythical’; it must have a mysticism about it, a 
detachment, and be a different world.’

The stage pictures that the play conjures up are also discussed, and ideas are 
offered from the cast and creative team as to how they will endeavour to capture 
these images during the rehearsal process. ‘The play offers us strong images: this 
wonderful tower; this enchanting character thrown up onto the stage as she is 
bolted from her horse’ adds Jonathan. ‘ There are the objects that appear in the 
play: the sword, which comes directly from Polish history, because there actually 
was a famous sword passed down from king to king; then there is the chain that 
binds Segismundo and the description of animal skins that he wears, symbolising 
his journey from savagery to civility.’
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An insight into the design process: a 
conversation with Angela Davies, designer for 
LIFE IS A DREAM

As a designer, what was it about Calderón’s play that inspired you to work 
on the production?

I loved the challenge of trying to present the two different worlds of the play; the 
world of the court and the world of the prison, and also the world of reality and 
the world of dream. That was my way into the play. I was also inspired by the 
character of Rosaura, this feisty woman in search of revenge. For me, she is the 
driving force of the play; she brings action very clearly into it. I followed the thread 
of her character meticulously.

As part of the creative team for LIFE IS A DREAM, how did you begin the 
process of creating a visual aesthetic for the production?

Jonathan and I discussed what inspired us about the play; he brought in lots of 
postcards and images he’d been collecting over some time, because he knew he 
would be directing this play long before I was involved. Then there was a period 
where I went away and began to collect images and visual information for my 
responses to the play. The two were very similar, we had similar instincts. The 
whole ‘light bulb’ idea for the stars, the image of the constellations and the idea of 
the heavens above the stage area, came from those early images.

Calderón’s Poland is an invented world. He never travelled there; he uses 
it in the way Shakespeare uses Illyria, as a place where transformation can 
take place; it is a transported, hybrid Spain. What considerations were made 
to balance these different influences?

When I first read the play, I went on a research trip to Spain and looked at a million 
Moorish doors and buildings. Because, although the play is located in Poland, 
the flavour is predominantly Spanish. But, as we moved further into the design 
process, we decided that we didn’t want to be visually taken back to Spain. We 
knew the importance of establishing the imaginary world; Poland would have been 
a place that the Spanish of the 1600s would have heard of, but would have had no 
knowledge of. We thought of Spain as a warm, dusty, place, with rich colours and 
realised our Poland had to be a cold, hard, place. We then set about trying to find 
a language for that, with just hints that this was a Spanish play. I think that’s what 
the gold does, and that was an idea taken from my visits to ancient mosques and 
public churches in Spain.

The play offers us strong images, such as the tower built for the purpose of 
imprisoning Segismundo. What were the challenges of working with such 
striking visual metaphors within the confines of the intimate space of the 
Donmar’s stage and auditorium?

The challenge was to give a sense of landscape for that first scene; we are 
outside, on a harsh, Polish landscape on a mountainside and a tower appears in 
the midst. We realised that we needed to use the whole width of the space. From 
a very early stage in the process we talked about a design that was stripped bare, 
allowing us to have as much physical space as possible. Design wise, we’d got 
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the shade of the gold on the wall and the shade of the grey on the prison, which 
made a landscape in itself; it could very easily become the outdoors. I planned the 
entrances, exits and the gates within the architecture of the space.

Can you take us through the final decisions that you made about the design 
for the setting? How did these link to the key themes and ideas inherent in 
the text?

one of the key decisions was made very early on: Jonathan and I felt it was 
important to illustrate the heavens, and the importance of fate, because Basilio’s 
decision to imprison his son after reading the stars is the crux of the play; it has 
such an effect on Segismundo. We felt we had to illustrate that, hence we created 
the central chandelier for the court which is also a symbolic crown encapsulating 
what the play is about – that the crown belongs to a man who is deposed and 
should be king. It is also it an astrolobe, a device which illustrates the movements 
of the planets in the universe.

The costumes are influenced by the fashions of 1815. What was the 
inspiration behind this creative choice?

We thought about setting the play in its period, 1635, but both Jonathan and I 
found it very hard to get over the big pantaloons that we would have to put the 
boys in! We wanted the play to have a certain lightness and freedom, without the 
heaviness of those big period costumes. We wanted the characters to cross over 
to more recognisable, modern images, where you could look at the character, and 
it would not be steeped in period, and you could see a pair of trousers that would 
be recognisable as such, and could easily be worn by a man today. The reasons 
we chose 1815, the Napoleonic period, was because it matched our inspiration 
for images of the play, which came from Goya’s illustrations of war, and also the 
military might of Europe at that time. We knew it had to be a period production; 
it could not be a modern production, because the values of the play, such as the 
honour code, wouldn’t stand out so strongly in that context.

This is a play where the shifting appearance of the characters tells us a lot 
about their journeys in the play. Segismundo journeys from beast to perfect 
prince, Rosaura from man, to woman, to the hybrid woman/warrior. What 
possibilities did this offer in terms of costume design?

In terms of Rosaura, it offered a great opportunity to see a character transform. 
When we chose this period, I was very concerned that the women weren’t 
infantilised by their costumes, because the dresses for this period, as in Jane 
Austen, are floaty, in soft, pretty, floral muslin fabrics. Rosaura is a very strong 
character, although she does have a vulnerable, feminine side, I wanted her to 
be powerful. She appears in the play as a man at the start, and it excites me to 
combine the typical male attire with the soft velvets and strong colours of the 
dresses. I chose hussar jackets for the characters from Muscovy, which are 
strong, powerful garments with lots of military braid.

Were there any unforeseen design challenges encountered during the 
production process? How did you overcome them?

Yes, there were, we cut a few things. This is quite usual, it happens in productions 
all the time. We wanted quite a spare production, almost minimal in so far as 
there is no excess; everything on-stage is just what is needed. When we go to 
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war in act three, Jonathan and I went through several design possibilities for 
images to support that. We talked about a whole armour for a horse flying in, we 
talked about horses heads covered in blood coming in, about banners covered in 
symbolic blood as a background to illustrating the country at war. We tried ideas 
out in the model box, and then we dismissed them. In rehearsals, it was felt that 
we still needed something to illustrate that moment, some blood. So, we brought 
back the idea of banners and created three banners that dropped in at the top 
of that scene. It was beautiful with the lights and the sound and actually looked 
stunning in the space, but it was completely unnecessary. I was happy to cut 
them, because it made it much simpler and clearer. The reason we were able to 
cut them was because we already had an illustration for that scene behind us that 
we weren’t using properly: the gold on the back wall. We had lit it in various ways 
but we hadn’t turned it blood red. We realised this was a simple and effective way 
to illustrate the idea of war.
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A break in rehearsals: Resident Assistant 
Director Paul Hart in conversation with 
Dominic West (Segismundo)

So we’re now in our second week of rehearsals. How’s it going?

It’s going well. I’m still at the stage of making some fairly radical discoveries 
which you think are key but you wake up the next day and realise that they’re not 
necessarily, but at least the ideas are coming! It’s a great part and a great play and 
I suppose it’s the nature of all great roles that they’re not easily definable.

We’ve just been looking at the end of Act Two where you talk about the vivid 
nature of dreams and how it can often feel that when you wake up that it’s 
all slipped away from you. Is that slightly how you feel about finding the role 
at the moment?

That’s exactly how I feel, yes. There’s this incredible speech at the end of act two 
which is sort of a parallel to Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’. It’s interesting, because 
that speech is the reason I was so keen to do this part. But the danger is that you 
get seduced by the beauty of the writing, (especially in this translation!) and you 
can miss the point of the speech. I’ve also realised that it’s not actually the key to 
the whole play. There’s a long way to go after it in terms of his understanding of 
the nature of human power and responsibility.
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There seems to be a discrepancy between Segismundo’s intelligence and the 
animal-like way he’s been brought up. Is this interesting to play?

That’s the great thing about the role for me because everyone calls him a monster 
and an animal and he thinks himself to be a beast. So you get to play all of that 
which is visceral and interesting but he’s also highly educated. It’s because he’s 
had no contact with the outside world, that he has lived his whole life in his 
imagination, and because of this his spiritual and imaginative powers are highly 
evolved, superhuman even. He’s an extraordinary person.

What do you feel Helen Edmondson’s new version brings to the play in 
performance?

I think she manages to keep its epic classical Spanish quality but also gives it 
moments of reality without ever letting it feel colloquial. It’s very ‘sayable’ and 
understandable and clear without losing any of it’s scope. The poetry of the 
version is great and gives us beautiful words to say. I’d not heard of the play 
before and it doesn’t seem to be wildly well known or celebrated and I think that’s 
because there hasn’t been a great translation for a long time.

As part of our preparations we’ve visited the Tower of London. Has this 
helped you at all in your preparation?

There was some old graffiti on the walls which was amazing. There was this one 
guy who’d been arrested for being a sorcerer and he’d done this etching on a wall 
of the cosmos which was fascinating as an imagining of a whole world from tiny 
confines. I’m also totally seduced by the idea of royalty and nice jewels etc which 
is part of what Segismundo experiences for a time. It’s all part of what Calderón is 
talking about and what Segismundo comes to realise; the external trappings of life 
are illusion. It’s only what’s inside the heart and soul that is real.

How are you finding the physical nature of the role? Is that something 
you’ve experienced before?

Not for a while, it’s something that has always interested me. I used to do circus 
stuff when I was younger. It’s wonderful doing something this physical because it 
gives you a very clear starting place with a role. What must it be like to be chained 
to a wall for all those years, having your hands bound? It’s a concrete, physical 
way of getting into the character. We’ve done some wonderful improvisations 
with me trussed up like a chicken, exploring brutality and imprisonment. It’s made 
me realise that one’s chains and bars also become one’s family and protection 
as they’re the only familiarity. They become something you need and ones 
imprisonment actually happens in your head. Animals often exhibit behaviour 
of repetitive action, enclosed in a small area but it’s all the captivity of the mind. 
There’s a quote in the play which is “I am a prisoner in truth, shackled by these 
weighty chains and trapped by imaginings.”

You did a TS Elliot reading with us last year but it’s your first full production 
at the Donmar. Are you looking forward to performing in this space?

Yes, it’s an extraordinary space. I find so often one has to make a leap between 
the intimacy of the rehearsal room to the larger theatre space but you don’t have 
to do that to the same degree in the Donmar. You get the best of both worlds!
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 Practical Exercise 
In	his	conversation	with	Paul,	Dominic	refers	to	Segismundo’s	speech	at	the	end	of	Act	Two,	
which	is	often	considered	to	be	analogous	to	Hamlet’s	‘To	be	or	not	to	be’	soliloquy.	Below	is	
printed	Helen	Edmundson’s	version	of	this	speech	that	appears	in	her	translation	of	the	play:

Segismundo	 There	is	some	trut	hin	what	he	says.
	 If	I	should	ever	dream	again
	 I	must	contain	my	rage	and	wrath,
	 and	stifle	rank	ambition.
	 For	I	will	dream,	as	will	we	all,
	 because	this	life,	this	world	of	ours
	 is	so	mysterious,	so	strange,
	 it	seems	to	me	to	live	at	all
	 is	just	the	same	as	dreaming.
	 I	think	I	understand	that	now.
	 We	dream	our	lives	until	we	wake.
	 A	king	is	dreaming	he’s	a	king,
	 and	all	the	tributes	he	receives,
	 are	not,	in	truth,	possessed	by	him,
	 for	they	exist	upon	the	wind,
	 and	in	the	end	will	turn	to	dust.
	 And	who	would	ever	choose	to	reign,
	 knowing	they	would	one	day	wake
	 into	the	deeper	sleep	of	death?
	 The	rich	man	dreams	the	precious	wealth
	 which	gives	him	so	much	cause	to	worry.
	 The	poor	man	dreams	the	hardship
	 and	the	burden	of	his	poverty.
	 The	man	who’s	starting	out	in	life,
	 the	man	who	labours,	hopes	and	schemes,
	 the	man	who	errs	and	acts	from	spite,
	 all	are	dreaming,	each	one	dreams,
	 yet	none	of	them	perceives	it	quite.
	 I	dream	I	am	a	powerful	prince:
	 I	dream	I	cower	within	these	walls.
	 And	both	are	true,	and	both	are	lies.
	 What	is	this	life?	A	trick?	A	story?
	 An	episode	of	passion?
	 A	shadow,	a	delirium?
	 A	vast	imperfect	fantasy,
	 where	even	the	greatest	good	of	all,
	 is	nothing	but	futility?
	 Why	do	we	live?	What	does	it	mean?
	 When	dreams	are	life,	and	life’s	a	dream.

•		What	are	the	questions	that	Segismundo	raises	in	the	speech?	What	conclusions	does	he	draw	
from	this	debate	with	himself?

•		Why	do	you	think	the	speech	is	seen	in	relation	to	Hamlet’s	‘To	be	or	not	be’	soliloquy?	What	
are	the	similarities	between	the	situations	that	the	two	princes	find	themselves	in	and	the	
questions	that	this	raises	in	their	mind?
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Interview with Rupert Evans (Astolfo)

What is it about Calderon’s play, and Astolfo’s role within it, that inspired 
you to become involved in this production?

What I found interesting about Astolfo was this idea that, although Segismundo is 
seen as a beast, and caged and a monster, the other characters in the play, such 
as myself, Astolfo, are as monstrous as him in terms of their need and want for 
power. The way that Astolfo deals with people and what he wants to achieve, his 
need for supremacy, and the fact that he’s marrying to grow his Empire, rather 
than for love is the idea that really appealed to me, that Astolfo is as vindictive as 
the ‘perceived’ monster in the cage.

In Astolfo’s first scene, played with Estrella, we learn that he has travelled 
from Muscovy and his ‘beloved territories’ to be reconciled with Estrella. He 
comes from ‘outside’ Poland. How important has this fact been to you in 
developing the role of Astolfo?

What is fascinating is the idea that he believes it is his right to ascend the throne 
of Poland through blood, through a family line, although somewhat distant by 
being a nephew to the present king. He feels that is legitimate; outwardly he 
professes to be there for Poland, supporting Poland, but actually, it’s a more selfish 
greed for expanding his power and influence within the region. It may appear to be 
the old fashioned idea of marrying for convenience and forming an alliance rather 
than for love, but actually, in modern day society people marry for reasons other 
than love, whether it’s security, or loneliness, or whatever it may be. But, in this 
instance it’s just about power and acquiring more influence. Astolfo’s always an 
outsider, so he tries to win Poland over, assert his control. Despite his efforts, he 
remains an outsider and the people know that and it is something he is always 
fighting against.

You’ve talked about your character being aligned to the monster in 
Segismundo, yet Astolfo also comes across in the script as a bold and 
brave prince, who is ready to challenge Segismundo’s violent behaviour, for 
example, he intervenes to save Clotaldo’s life. What discoveries have you 
made about this element of Alstolfo’s character?

Like in all of us, there are good and bad points in Astolfo, but he is very assured, 
he has grown up in a place of real privilege and security, with a feeling of 
entitlement. So, although he comes across nobly in this moment where he 
defends Clotaldo and nearly instigates a sword fight with Segismundo, he’s pretty 
certain that his swordsmanship is much better than this beast, so this good deed 
is wrapped in a certainty and an arrogance to defeat him. And if he does defeat 
him, it raises the certainty that he will become king of Poland. So, it’s all slightly 
wrapped up in a selfishness, although outwardly it looks a very noble thing.

Central to the play is Astolfo’s unfaithfulness to Rosaura as he aligns himself 
romantically with Estrella. Through his actions, he has broken the all 
important ‘honour code’. How central has this seventeenth century Spanish 
ideal of the ‘honour code’ been to the rehearsal process?

Honour runs throughout the play and is one of the most important ideals. At that 
time in Spain, honour was seen as the most important thing. It’s slightly different 
from what we perceive as honour now. Then, it was connected with God and 
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the respect you get from your peers and fellow men, so it’s very important that 
you retain and keep your honour. Throughout the play all of the characters are 
continually fighting to redeem and retain their honour, while at the same time 
trying to achieve their objectives, which in my case is to form an alliance with 
Estrella and to convince her that I love her. So, it’s a tug of war between retaining 
one’s honour, yet achieving one’s goal. That runs in every scene really; it’s a 
continual battle to sustain honour.

Astolfo, as a prince, can’t marry beneath him, and in the final scene of the 
play, he is only willing to marry Rosaura, and restore her honour, when 
he discovers her noble lineage. As a company, how have you approached 
communicating a sense of social hierarchy so alien to a modern audience’s 
cultural norm?

It’s been very different. We live in a cosmopolitan world of self determination 
where one’s own feelings and thoughts about personal relationships are of central 
importance. But even now, in the world we live in, if we were very honest, there 
is a certain hierarchy, even if we try and eradicate it or deny it. There is still a class 
system within Britain. And it’s very hard in the play, to adhere to that hierarchy, not 
apologise for it; one has to commit to it – and it is of a certain time. Throughout 
the play we try and indicate to the audience that this world, the world of the play, 
is a place where there are higher powers above you. There are higher forces of 
more importance than yourself, which connects it to the code of honour, and 
also with God. Sacrifice, doing something for a higher purpose is important, and 
so, in Astolfo’s eyes, marrying beneath him is not allowed, because it would 
disrupt what has gone before and what should come after, which is that idea 
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that everyone has a place and everyone should stay in that place. That’s what 
keeps the world turning, the idea that everyone knows their place and there is a 
hierarchy that works, because, evidently, we see it working. But it has been hard 
to achieve this in rehearsals. I hope that the audience will see and understand 
that the world of the play is a hierarchical world that everyone believes in, and is 
serious about it and doesn’t apologise for it.

Calderón was writing from a Catholic centred place: the play is about moral 
awakening, a sense of responsibility about ourselves. To what extent has 
this idea emerged during the rehearsal process?

Your right, Calderón is writing from a Catholic centred place. And it’s so interesting 
when you do a play like this and you research it and see what the playwright was 
trying to achieve in the time the play was written. Today there are certain aspects 
of society that the majority of us would turn our noses up at, or classify as bad 
behaviour, such as prostitution or debauchery; that happened then as it does now. 
So, I suppose Calderón is reminding us how important God is and God was at that 
time. That theme runs through the play, and again, the idea that there are more 
important things above us than ourselves to lead us to a higher purpose.

On the first day of rehearsal, Jonathan said that there was ‘a fire to the 
characters’. In Helen’s version of the play, she offers the characters a shorter 
verse form, giving eight beats to the line as opposed to ten designated to 
the iambic pentameter of Calderón’s original. Jonathan observed an energy 
and passion to these shorter lines. To what extent has this come to light 
during the rehearsal process?

Spanish people are fiery, I don’t know why that is, probably because they get a lot 
of sun! Each character in the play has a goal and has something to fight for. Each 
character also thinks that they are important, valuable and valid to society. And so, 
from that position, a place where you fight for what you believe in and that you 
have a right to it, from there comes real passion and fire from the characters. They 
are really trying to achieve and succeed in what they want to do. For Astolfo it’s 
to marry and make an alliance with Estrella so that he can become King of Poland. 
The obstacles that come up, which are Estrella’s doubts and distance from him, 
and Rosaura’s presence, lead to fireworks and passion and a real urgency to try 
and achieve his goal.

From your experience of working on this version of the play, what advice 
would you give to a company of young people about to embark on a similar 
journey?

Although the verse when you read older plays like this and Shakespeare can feel 
a little alienating and not very relevant, what’s useful is if you try and find a similar 
example, or a similar situation that you find yourself in, in real life. That will often 
inform what you are doing with the text. For example, when Rosaura, my ex-
girlfriend turns up, it works if you take it out of context and imagine that you are 
coming out of an underground station with your new girlfriend, and only yesterday 
you dumped your old one, and suddenly you come upon them, and there are three 
of you. This modern context might help you understand what is happening in this 
play in the 1600s. It’s really useful to try and find a modern equivalent which will 
inform the passion, the stakes, and the problems you are coming up against in the 
play.
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Interview with Sharon Small (Estrella)

What is it about Calderón’s play, and Estrella’s role within it, that inspired 
you to become involved in the production?

I really enjoyed the story when I first read the play, and the questions that it raises; 
nature versus nurture, destiny. As I’ve got older I’ve got to believe less and less 
in fate and I like the notion of re-examining that. Estrella is a fun character within 
that. Even thought she is a princess, she has very little control over anything that 
happens to her. The appearance of Segismundo stops her doing what she thought 
would be her line of duty, to marry Astolfo and then become queen. She doesn’t 
go blindly into this alliance though; she is bothered by the fact that he has a 
portrait of another woman around his neck. Even though it’s politic for her to enter 
into this relationship, she doesn’t just say, ‘yes, alright, let’s go ahead’, she says, 
‘no, I want to know who this woman is and if she is still on your mind.’

When we first meet Estrella, we learn that she has a claim to the Polish 
throne, as has her cousin, Astolfo, and has been summonsed to meet Astolfo 
by her Uncle, Basilio, to be ‘reconciled’ that they might share the throne 
as King and Queen. As an actress, how much of a challenge was it to be 
thrown into such a momentous meeting in your first scene and how did you 
approach this in rehearsal?

I think this is how it was done in those days. You entered into a courtship from 
the first time you met a potential suitor, and this would be done in front of a lot of 
people. For example, Queen Elizabeth had a lot of possible suitors brought before 
her in front of her court. This is what is happening in this scene; we are publicly 
being brought together to meet and to ‘get on with each other. So, I think it is 
more expected in the world of the play than it would be today. Having said that, 
the stakes are very high; it is important that we do agree to marry because Basilio 
has told us that he wants us to take the throne together, not singularly, because 
that could cause possible wars.

Rosaura, in the guise of Astrea, quickly gains Estrella’s trust, so much so that 
Estrella discloses to her ‘those things I often hide, even from myself.’ How 
useful has this hint at Estrella’s nature been in creating the role, and, what 
other indicators in the script have also been useful for you?

I am not in my own country. I am from, for rehearsal purposes, a country like 
Lithuania. I don’t have any trustworthy people around me and am in quite a 
vulnerable position. So, appointing Astrea as I do, I have learnt to trust her quite 
quickly, especially as I’m in a place where I am unsure of what is going to happen. 
In the first part of the play I feel it’s something that Estrella needs to do, to confide 
in someone. I think it’s something women quite often do. other key influences 
on the character include the instance later on when she finds out that Astolfo will 
not get rid of the portrait. I know that Estrella will only make an alliance with him 
that includes love. She then tells him to go, calling him a ‘vile and faithless lover’ 
because she will not be with him if he is not going to be truthful with her and 
actually love her. I think that moment is key to her character because it would be 
so much easier if she didn’t care about that affair of the heart, but it seems to be 
very necessary to her that he loves her.
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Astrology, the stars and the way the universe is ordered are all important 
to the play. What have you discovered about the significance of Calderón’s 
decision to name your character, Estrella, after a star?

one idea is that she is called Estrella because Segismundo’s fate is written in the 
stars and it was possible that he would end up with a star in the end. Maybe that 
was the design? It’s just such a beautiful use of language as well, to be called 
a star and to be described as such, as ‘beams of light’ and ‘shining as precious 
jewels’. It’s great, as a woman it makes you feel so good to be described in that 
way.
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As an actress, how much of a challenge has the play’s closing moments 
posed? I’m thinking in particular of Segismundo’s manoeuvre to reconcile 
Astolfo and Rosaura, and to ask you to become his Queen?

When Estrella gives up on Astolfo, and sends him away, she believes that episode 
is over, but I think he’s slightly broken her heart, or it’s taken her by surprise how 
much she has had feelings about this. So, when it is made clear to her in this 
scene that he is promised to another woman, it makes sense and everything 
drops into place. In the end I still become queen, but I have to have a dialogue 
with myself, because I don’t have the luxury this time of asking, ‘Yes, but do you 
love me?’ So I make a decision to accept his offer. And I think there is something 
in Segismundo’s character, and the big speech that he has in that scene, that 
makes her see him in a new light. And he’s got a bit of a mischievous spirit in him 
too, and I’m sure that’s attractive to her – it might prove to be a very interesting 
relationship!

On the first day of rehearsals, Jonathan expressed his desire to work with 
the cast as an ensemble to stage scenes not in the text. How has that 
process enriched your involvement within the production process?

I’ve got more to do, which is great. And it makes everyone feel more linked to the 
whole piece because we are part of the storytelling. Ultimately, this is very much a 
storytelling piece of theatre and we become part of creating that atmosphere and 
the depth of that story.

What has the rehearsal process revealed about Calderón’s philosophical idea 
at the heart of the play, to quote Segismundo:

Why do we live? What does it mean?

When dreams are life, and life’s a dream.

In simplistic terms, I think the production is raising questions about being careful 
about what you do in this life, because whatever you believe about fate, or 
heaven, it’s really important to be good and to be true to yourself. That quote from 
Segismundo is different from the main thrust of what we have been exploring, 
which is fate and predetermination, the nature, nurture argument, asking, are we 
always predestined to follow that path? And the whole nature of freewill, what we 
can do and change? Segismundo, at the point where he is saying those lines, had 
decided out of his own freewill to change his natural propensity towards anger; he 
stops himself and says ‘no, I don’t want to go back to that dream, I want to chase 
the good dream and for that, I have to be good.’
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An exploration of Act Two, Scenes Six and Seven
Printed	below	are	scenes	six	and	seven	from	the	second	act	of	LIFE	IS	A	DREAM.	Experiment	with	
exploring	the	scenes	practically.	Some	examples	of	the	questions	that	the	scenes	raised	during	the	
rehearsal	process	for	the	Donmar’s	production	are	offered	as	prompts	to	your	work.	These	appear	at	
the	end	of	each	section	of	text.

The	scene	in	context:	Segismundo	has	been	brought	to	the	palace	and	told	that	he	is	the	heir	to	the	
Polish	throne.	Angered	that	his	true	position	has	been	withheld	from	him,	he	behaves	like	a	tyrant	
prince,	and	has	just	thrown	a	servant	out	of	a	window.	Here	he	meets	his	father,	Basilio,	for	the	first	
time.

Scene 6.
King Basilio enters.
Basilio	 What	has	been	happening	here?

Segismundo	 Nothing.
	 There	was	a	man	who	kept	annoying	me,
	 so	I	threw	him	off	the	balcony.
	 He	wouldn’t	fit	through	the	window.

Clarion	 (to Segismundo) This	fellow	is	the	King,	my	lord.

Basilio	 Say	you	have	not	killed	a	man,
	 the	very	day	of	your	arrival.

Segismundo	 He	dared	me,	and	I	won	the	wager.

Basilio	 I’m	very	sorry,	Segismundo.
	 I	had	come	to	find	you	here,
	 knowing	that	you’d	been	appraised
	 of	your	position,	expecting
	 to	find	you	rising	up	triumphant
	 above	your	destiny	and	stars.
	 And	lo,	your	first	act	is	murder.
	 These	arms	of	mine	were	primed	with	love,
	 yet	how	can	they	embrace	you	now?
	 Who	can	gaze	without	repugnance
	 at	a	dagger	used	to	kill?
	 Who	can	see	blood	upon	the	ground,
	 where	another	man	was	slain,
	 without	a	sense	of	deepest	horror?
	 It	is	a	natural	response,
	 e’en	for	the	hardiest	of	men.
	 And	so	I,	looking	at	your	arms,
	 see	but	an	instrument	of	death,
	 and	will	not	come	towards	you.
	 I	will	forgo	your	arms’	embrace.
	 Your	arms	are	frightening	to	me	now.

Segismundo	 I’ll	live	without	your	false	embraces,
	 as	I	have	always	had	to	do.
	 A	father	who	has	treated	me
	 with	merciless	severity,
	 who	has	raised	me	as	a	creature,
	 caged	me	like	a	monstrous	beast,
	 and	wished	and	hoped	that	I	would	die	–	
	 what	care	I	for	such	a	father’s	love?
	 It	has	pleased	you	to	deprive	me
	 of	everything	that	makes	me	human.
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Basilio	 Would	that	I	had	stuck	to	my	resolve!
	 Would	that	I	had	spared	the	heavens
	 the	lash	of	your	audacity!

Segismundo	 Why	give	me	life	and	then	proceed
	 to	take	that	life	away	from	me?
	 To	give	is	the	finest	act	of	all.
	 To	give	then	take	away	again
	 is	low	and	base	in	the	extreme.

Basilio	 Is	this	your	way	of	thanking	me?
	 When	you	have	found	yourself	transformed
	 from	lowly	prisoner	to	prince?

Segismundo	 Why	should	I	give	you	thanks	for	that?
	 Tyrant!	Despot!	You	are	old
	 and	past	your	prime.	If	you	die	now,
	 with	what	would	you	endow	me?
	 With	nothing	more	than	what	is	mine.
	 You	are	my	father	and	you	are	King,
	 so	all	this	wealth,	this	power,	this	prize
	 is	what	is	due	to	me	by	right.
	 I	say	it’s	you	who	should	account
	 for	all	the	missing	years	of	light,
	 the	theft	of	my	honour	and	my	life!
	 Give	thanks	that	I	don’t	make	you	pay.
	 ‘Tis	you	who	is	in	debt	to	me.

Basilio	 You	insolent	savage!
	 What	the	heavens	foretold	is	true,
	 and	‘tis	to	them	I	now	appeal
	 against	you	and	your	dangerous	pride.
	 So	you’ve	discovered	who	you	are,
	 and	think	yourself	above	us	all,
	 but	you	had	better	heed	these	words:
	 show	more	humility,	more	care.
	 Though	you	may	know	that	you’re	awake,
	 beware,	you	might	be	dreaming.

Basilio leaves, followed by his court. Only Clarion remains close by.
Segismundo	 ‘Though	I	may	know	that	I’m	awake...’
	 This	is	no	dream.	I	can	feel	things.
	 I	believe	in	what	I	was,
	 and	I	believe	in	this.	Old	man,
	 you	may	regret	what	you	have	done,
	 but	it’s	too	late	to	change	it	now.
	 Rage	then.	Grieve.	Bewail	your	fate.
	 For	I	was	born	to	wear	this	crown,
	 and	you	cannot	be	rid	of	me.
	 I	know	exactly	who	I	am:
	 a	deadly	cross	‘twixt	beast	and	man.
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Exploring the scene
When	Malcolm	Storry	(Basilio)	and	Dominic	West	(Segismundo)	revisit	this	scene	during	the	
third	week	of	rehearsal,	Jonathan	offers	each	of	them	a	‘prompt’	to	help	them	re-engage	with	it.	
He	reminds	Malcolm	of	the	importance	of	Basilio’s	discovery	–	at	the	top	of	the	scene	–	of	the	
prophecy	coming	true.	He	re-affirms	what	they	discovered	the	first	time	they	explored	the	scene:	that	
Segismundo	is	pushing	his	new	freedom	to	its	extremes.

•		When	you	start	exploring	the	scene,	remember	that	Clarion	is	also	on	stage.	Where	would	he	be	
positioned	at	the	opening	of	the	scene?

•		As	they	begin	running	the	scene,	Dominic	asks	if	he	would	embrace	his	father.	Jonathan	feels	
that	too	much	has	happened	prior	to	the	scene,	with	the	death	of	the	servant,	for	him	to	do	this,	
believing	it	would	be	more	powerful	to	reserve	the	first	embrace	of	father	and	son	until	Act	II.

•		What	references	are	there	to	an	embrace	in	the	script?	What	prompts	these	references?	Is	there	
an	opportunity	for	Segismundo	to	embrace	Basilio	at	the	opening	of	the	scene,	motivated	by	his	
delight	at	winning	the	wager?	What	creative	choice	would	you	make	about	this?

Jonathan	highlight’s	the	importance	of	Segismundo’s	line	where	he	refers	to	Basilio’s	theft	of	his	
‘honour’	and	his	‘’life’.

•		Why	is	this	line	so	important	to	the	scene,	and	to	the	play	as	a	whole?	How	would	you	highlight	
this	in	performance?

•		What	is	the	significance	of	Basilio’s	exit	line,	‘Though	you	may	know	that	you’re	awake,	beware,	
you	might	be	dreaming’.	How	would	you	communicate	this	in	performance?

•		What	impact	does	this	threat	have	on	Segismundo?	Again,	how	would	you	communicate	this	in	
performance?

•		What	is	Clarion’s	role	in	this	last	section	of	the	scene,	when	he	is	left	alone	on	stage	with	
Segismundo?	Experiment	with	staging	this	section	of	the	scene.
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Scene 7.
Rosaura enters, dressed as a woman.

Rosaura	 (aside)	Estrella	brought	me	to	the	palace,
	 but	I	am	dreadfully	afraid
	 that	I	might	come	upon	Astolfo.
	 Clotaldo	said	he	mustn’t	see	me,
	 or	guess	my	true	identity,
	 because	it	will	affect	my	honour.

Clarion	 Of	all	the	wonders	that	you’ve	seen
	 today,	what’s	been	your	favourite	thing?

Segismundo	 Little	has	astonished	me,
	 for	I	was	schooled	and	well	prepared.
	 One	thing	alone	has	touched	my	soul,
	 taken	my	senses	unaware:
	 the	loveliness	of	woman	kind.
	 In	one	book	I	was	made	to	read,
	 it	said	that	God	spent	all	his	time
	 creating	man,	a	world	in	miniature.
	 But	I	say,	if	that’s	really	so,
	 ‘tis	woman	who	amazes	me,
	 for	in	her	beauty	and	her	grace,
	 He’s	tamed	and	captured	heaven.
	 A	woman’s	beauty	is	to	man’s
	 as	distant	as	heaven	from	the	earth.
	 Further,	if	the	woman	be	her	–	

He has seen Rosaura.
Rosaura	 (aside)	Prince	Segismundo.	I	must	go.

Segismundo	 Wait,	lady.	Don’t	take	the	light	away
	 by	fleeing	at	my	first	approach.
	 Allow	me	the	semblance	of	a	day.
	 But	what	is	this?	What	do	I	see?

Rosaura	 (aside)	Impossible.	And	yet	it’s	true.

Segismundo	 (aside)	I’ve	seen	this	beauty	once	before.

Rosaura	 I’ve	seen	this	strength,	this	majesty,
	 degraded	by	a	prison’s	walls.

Segismundo	 I	have	found	my	life.	Woman,
	 for	that	is	compliment	indeed,
	 the	greatest	one	a	man	can	pay,
	 who	are	you?	You	must	tell	me,	please.
	 I	felt	at	once	that	I	adored	you,
	 even	before	I	saw	your	face.
	 A	sort	of	faith	compelled	my	words.
	 I	know	I’ve	seen	those	eyes	before.
	 But	where?	And	how?	Who	are	you,	lady?

Rosaura	 (aside)	I	mustn’t	tell	him	who	I	am.
	 I	am	a	servant	to	Estrella.

Segismundo	 Don’t	say	that.	Rather	say	the	sun,
	 by	whose	bright	flames	that	star	survives,
	 enhanced	by	your	reflected	rays.
	 The	rose	is	queen	amongst	the	flowers
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	 because	her	scent	surpasses	all.
	 The	diamond	reigns	amongst	the	gems,
	 unequalled	in	it’s	brilliance.
	 Venus	is	empress	of	the	stars,
	 worshipped	for	her	peerless	light.
	 Whilst	in	the	planets’	restless	court,
	 all	praise	the	sun’s	transcendent	might.
	 So	if,	in	realms	of	heaven	and	earth,
	 ‘tis	always	beauty	which	excels,
	 how	is	it	that	you	come	to	serve
	 one	who	is	far	less	beautiful?

Exploring the scene
It	is	important	to	remember	that	when	Rosaura	enters,	she	can’t	see	Segismundo	and	Clarion,	and	
they	can’t	see	her.

•		How	would	you	stage	her	entrance	to	suggest	this	to	the	audience?

•		What	is	the	purpose	of	Rosaria’s	entrance?	What	does	she	want	to	achieve?

•		At	what	point	do	Segismundo	and	Clarion	see	Rosaura?	Who	sees	her	first?

•		What	is	Clarion’s	response	to	seeing	Rosaura?	Remember,	she	virtually	abandoned	him	when	they	
arrived	at	the	palace.	How	does	he	feel	about	this?	How	does	he	communicate	this	to	her	without	
being	given	any	lines	to	express	his	feelings?

Jonathan	suggests	that	they	try	something	‘heightened’	with	Segismundo’s	recognition	of	Rosaura.	
Ansuman,	the	production’s	musician,	adds	a	haunting,	single	spiritual	style	note	of	music	to	
the	section,	commencing	on	Segismundo’s	line,	‘But	what	is	this?	What	do	I	see?’	Rosaura	and	
Segismundo	experiment	with	circling	each	other,	slowly.

•		What	strategies	would	you	use	to	heighten	this	moment	of	recognition?
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