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Shakespeareans: Forget Edinburgh! Go to Gdansk instead and to the amazing International Shakespeare Festival featuring productions by companies from all over the world. Now in its thirteenth year, it needs to be better known and attended by Anglo-Americans, who are missing one of the great treats available to theater-goers with an appetite for Shakespeare’s plays in performance.


True, the festival usually takes place at the same time as the International Shakespeare Conference, sponsored by the University of Birmingham’s Shakespeare Institute in Stratford-upon-Avon, although the latter occurs every other year and the festival goes on annually starting on the first Saturday in August. This year, 2010, a conflict is apt to occur, but not next year, so start making plans now.


I confess that it has taken me this long to attend, and it is difficult for me to express fully how memorable the event has been. Although I was unable to be present for the full week of offerings, I did see a sufficient number of performances to make me want to come very often. Among the plays I witnessed were amazing productions of Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, two versions of The Merchant of Venice, besides some smaller but no less fascinating shows. I wish I could have stayed to see a different version of Hamlet by a Rumanian company, as well as Othello by a Polish company from Lodz, The Tempest by London’s Parrabbola/Lightworks, another Hamlet by Naxos Theatre Group (Chartres, France), Richard III by a Hungarian troup, and a Polish Taming of the Shrew along with several other entertainments. But I did get to see a beautiful short script performed at the “Two Windows” theater, where a version of Jonson’s The Alchemist was scheduled for later (after we left). Listing all these productions gives you some idea of the rich variety the Gdansk festival makes available to anyone curious or adventurous enough to travel where it is still more affordable than most European countries, and where in addition to theater many other artistic treats await within the environs of the ancient city of Gdansk.


 My wife and I flew to Gdansk from London via the no-frills airline Wizz, which goes non-stop from London’s Luton airport directly to Gdansk (but you can also travel via Warsaw, of course, on other airlines). That evening we saw our first production, The Wooster Group’s Hamlet. I was surprised to learn about this company, which headquarters in my native city, New York, but which I am ashamed to admit I knew nothing of before this. It is an amazing theatrical company that takes its work with the utmost seriousness, rehearsing, I’m told, every day for four hours, not only before opening night, but thereafter as well. Hence, the production keeps evolving, as good theater should. But once attending their Hamlet I could better understand the necessity for constant re-rehearsing, for this is one of the most complex and accomplished – or should I say, accomplishing? – productions of the play I have ever seen, and I have seen more Hamlets than I can count.


The chief difference between this production and others is that it literally plays off the filmed production of John Gielgud’s 1964 Hamlet with Richard Burton in the lead. The film is projected on a large screen mounted upstage, with several other smaller screens used for a variety of purposes, such as providing details of images for emphasis. The actors on stage do not merely lip-sync the words that Burton and the other characters utter on screen. They speak the lines and enact the text in ways that often counterpoint what Burton and the others perform. At first I did not understand what the point of it all was, until it occurred to me that all performances of Shakespeare’s plays today have some relation to previous productions, directly, indirectly, or inversely. That is, contemporary productions reflect in one way or another what has gone before, and this was made visual in the technique adopted by the Wooster Group and its very able director, Elizabeth LeCompte. 


I remembered that the design of Giegud’s production in New York did not adopt any particular historical period; it was done in rehearsal clothes with sets to match. The Wooster group’s actors followed suit but not in every instance. Some attempt was made for Claudius to look like a Renaissance king along with Rosencrantz (or was it Guildenstern, or does it matter?) and Osric. But Hamlet was played energetically and very capably by Scott Shepherd, dressed in simple black all the way through, and he spoke his lines with clarity and appropriate emphasis. (Occasionally he directed the performance, signaling the projectionist to fast forward through some scenes that he deemed superfluous or otherwise.) The stage set was simple except for the cameras, screens, and microphones that were needed for the presentation of the basic concept. An interpolated character, a woman in a nurse’s costume, also puzzled me at first. She seemed to be some kind of stage manager, moving wheeled tables and chairs about as needed, but later, as in Ophelia’s mad scenes especially, she cared for those who needed caring. One might say that without uttering a word, she saw to it that everything proceeded as it should.


Gielgud’s production, mainly reflected in the Wooster performance, was not the only one. Aeneas’ Tale to Dido in 2.2 was spoken by Charlton Heston as in Kenneth Branagh’s film (his Hamlet also appeared briefly), and Gielgud himself enacted Priam in scenes of the destruction of Troy with Cassandra mouthing her cries of anguish. I don’t recall if anything of Olivier’s watershed Hamlet (1949) was introduced, but what we saw was enough to make us recall that and other productions; thus the Wooster production was a kind of recapitulation of previous Hamlets with an emphasis and interpretation of its own. Starting at 9 p.m. and including only one short interval, it ended at midnight, holding its audience spellbound throughout. All in all, as Jerzy Limon has commented, the production succeeded in showing how “the memory of art engenders new art.”


That was Monday. On Tuesday we had a triple-header, starting at 6 p.m. in Gdansk. Making our way through throngs of shoppers and sightseers in the heart of the city, we found the Two Windows Theatre just as the evening performance was beginning. The theater consists of two French windows that open directly onto the street, each one with a crimson curtain behind which an actor or two stands on a small revolving stage dressed in magnificent costume. They portray a character or characters from one of Shakespeare’s plays, e.g. Hamlet or The Tempest. At the same time, a recording sounds some verses or music, or both, appropriate to the character and the play. The show went on for about twenty minutes, keeping the large standing audience utterly riveted.


We then went to the Teatr Wybrzeze where we picked up tickets for the evening performance of the Propeller Theatre Group’s The Merchant of Venice, on the way passing many shops and stalls selling amber in a variety of forms, such as broaches, pendants, rings, etc. (Gdansk is famous for its amber, which is still reasonably inexpensive.) After a leisurely repast, we walked back to the theater’s small studio space (Malarnia), where a short (25-minute) adaptation of part of A Midsummer Night’s Dream was performed at 8 p.m. 


The concept here was Hippolyta’s dream; hence, the show began with a spotlight on a kneeling female figure with bowed head, dressed in pink, who gradually arose and then exited. Enter three men: one washing his face and hands, another raising his arms up and down, and the third standing on his head. Blackout. Then a man and woman in evening dress, apparently Theseus and Hippolyta, entered. She smoked a long cigarette while they carried on a conversation. As it was in Polish with no subtitles, I could not follow it closely, but I got the drift. After some small talk, during which Hippolyta seemed to reassure her consort, as in Shakespeare’s script, they began arguing vigorously. She put out her cigarette; he took the standing ashtray offstage; and the tension between then built. What followed was Theseus/Oberon’s revenge against Hippolyta/Titania, with Puck abetting the plot, throwing fairy dust on his master. Titania and a masked Bottom performed an extremely erotic dance, during which he tied her up rather sadistically, until they both fell asleep. Finally, Theseus/Oberon freed Titania/Hippolyta from her bonds and revealed her lover, to her horror. His revenge complete, they reconciled, she becoming now much more submissive, much to my wife’s disgust and, I suppose, that of many other feminists in the audience.


Shortly afterwards we took our seats in the main theater for one of the highlights of the festival: the Propeller Theatre Group’s production of The Merchant of Venice, from Britain’s Watermill Theatre, directed by Edward Hall. Frankly, I was not expecting much, once I learned that it was set in a prison of two-tiered cages and performed by prisoners. Was I ever wrong, as it turned out to be a masterful performance. The cast was all-male (this was a men’s prison, after all, and probably the justification for the setting). Portia and the other female parts were played by cross-dressed actors, but only Nerissa was at all campy. Antonio was by no means the attenuated merchant we are used to seeing, but a robust prisoner with a stentorian voice. Bassanio was a handsome suitor to Portia, played by an attractive young prisoner with close cropped hair and a suitably light voice – a strong contrast to her waiting lady. After the first scene, the prisoners all chanted “Portia! Portia!” loudly, and the audience could immediately see why! 


Shylock of course tends to dominate most productions of Shakespeare’s comedy, but I must say that this production was properly balanced so that the scenes with Portia, who is the true hero and has the largest number of lines, were not overshadowed by the Jew. Tubal, whose prayer shawl (tallith) was visible under his coat, accompanied Shylock in his first scene with Bassanio and Antonio. Shylock amply revealed the underlying ambiguities of his character: his long aside – “I hate him for he is a Christian” – was not cut, but despite Antonio’s vigorous anti-Semitism, he did try to make friends with his antagonist, offering the interest-free loan and making light of the bond he proposed. After Tubal handed over the cash to Bassanio, the bond was sealed in an unusual way: Shylock and Antonio gripped hands as the “notary” sliced them with a knife in a sort of blood brothers ceremony. 


Hall transposed some events in act 2, bringing the two Morocco scenes together followed immediately by the Aragon scene of choosing the caskets. These provided a certain amount of comedy with accents and music to match (the musicians were in the cages on the second level). Old Gobbo was cut, but Launcelot’s dilemma in soliloquy (2.2) was rendered completely. He gained employment with Bassanio, and then took leave of Jessica, played by a winsome-looking convict, also with close-cropped hair. Her scene with Shylock as he prepared to leave for dinner with the gentiles was touching: a violin played Yiddish melodies in the background as Shylock kissed his daughter goodbye. What was not so touching but surprising was where Shylock kept his money: in the padlocked tank over a very visible toilet bowl. 


Lorenzo’s elopement party followed, and his friends filled their pockets with some of the contents of the chest Jessica brought down to them. After she went to gather more ducats, they mentioned Antonio’s ill luck at sea, then joked about Shylock’s lost ducats and daughter. It was difficult to tell afterwards which Shylock lamented more: his daughter or his ducats, emphasizing again the ambiguity of his character. Meanwhile, Hall had Antonio and Bassanio act out part of their leave taking scene, only described in the text. If a latent homoerotic relationship existed between the two, it was implied but fortunately not emphasized or fully developed in this production.


Only one of the Sallies confronted Shylock about his daughter’s elopement, arousing strong physical violence on Shylock’s part. During their scuffle, Shylock apparently put out one of Salerio’s eyes, since his eye was heavily covered with a bloody bandage in later scenes. Shylock did not deliver his “Hath not a Jew eyes” speech to arouse an easy sympathy with his prisoner audience (or the theater audience, for that matter), but shouted his lines, climaxing them with his threats of vengeance “by Christian example.” His dialogue with Tubal at the end of the scene further developed Shylock’s conflict between his loss of his daughter and ducats, and his pleasure at learning of Antonio’s ill luck.


Bassanio’s casket scene (3.2) was also very effective, balancing 3.1, as it should, or even topping it. The song was sung by a male chorus of prisoners, who also appeared in several later scenes, sometimes singing hymns. Bassanio seemed to get the hint of the rhymes with “lead” and won the hand of Portia, fulfilling his strong desire and hers. Salerio, his eye bandaged, appeared with Lorenzo and Jessica in the midst of the joyousness to deliver the news of Antonio’s plight, Portia sending Bassanio off to Venice with Graziano and a bag of ducats to rescue his friend. Little was made of the rest of act 3, although Shylock and Antonio were seen briefly as in 3.3, and Launcelot teased Jessica a bit. Instead, the action moved swiftly to the climax in act 4.


As scripted, Shylock entered in 4.1 alone – not, as often in recent productions, with any other Jews supporting him. This was clearly Shakespeare’s way of showing his alienation from the Jewish community and making him far from a representative Jew. When Bassanio offered Shylock thrice the number of ducats in the bond, Shylock threw the bag away, golden coins scattering all over the stage. Portia delivered her speech on mercy clearly and effectively, not only to Shylock but everyone else on stage, for reasons that became clear after Shylock was hoist with his own petard. She saved both Antonio and Shylock, like the angel in the Binding of Isaac, although not as obviously as perhaps it should have been enacted. Foiled in his hopes of ending Antonio’s life and then in danger of losing his own, Shylock reluctantly accepted Antonio’s “mercy,” kneeling before the duke and accepting conversion in extreme agony, as his body sprawled across the floor and had to be dragged off.


The ring plot, which concludes the play, was rendered well enough, with reconciliation all around, except of course for Shylock. But the play ended as it began, with the white-clothed warden asking “Which is the Christian, which the Jew?” as at the start of the play. Deliberately out of context, it made an essential point.
            Two nights later we saw another, very different production of The Merchant of

Venice by the
Bremer Group from Bremen, Germany. This was a heavily cut adaptation in modern dress performed by a mere handful of actors, four men and two women in the small Malarnia theater space. Antonio appeared first in a wheelchair, an invalid suffering from a serious heart problem (which eventually kills him). His nurse, or secretary, a woman in a pin-striped suit and heavy makeup, spoke some of Salerio and Solanio’s lines, Antonio very angrily rejecting “love” as a cause of his illness. She later doubled as Portia. Behind them was a translucent set of screens which from time to time reflected images of swimming or (Antonio) drowning in water. These movable screens also served to suggest different settings for some of the action, for example, a bath house where the scene (1.1) between Shylock, Bassanio, and Antonio later took place. When Bassanio greets Antonio in 1.1, his kiss clearly indicated a homoeroticism mostly absent in the Hall production. In 1.2, Portia’s suitors, with numbers in three digits on their coats appeared, but no Nerissa, who was cut from the production along with Old Gobbo and other minor characters. Dressed in a hunting costume and carrying a rifle, which at one point she fired at an offstage target, Portia was a gamesome lady in this scene and later.     When Antonio appeared in the bath house scene (1.3), he stripped to the waist, revealing the electrodes attached to his chest. Little was cut from the dialogue in this scene, which concluded amicably when Shylock proposed his interest-free loan and the “merry bond.”

Portia again appeared with her rifle, this time shooting fowl and tormenting her suitors, cutting a lock of hair off each unsuccessful one and putting it in her trophy bag. When one of the suitors chose the correct casket, she wrested it away from him and handed him the golden one containing an image of rot in a circular cage. This was a very determined Portia, who remembered (in 1.2) once meeting Bassanio and wanted him back.


Later, Jessica was shown saying goodbye to Launcelot, leaving for employment with Bassanio after his soliloquy in 2.2. When Shylock called for Jessica, she hurriedly gave Launcelot the plans of the house for Lorenzo. She then helped her father dress for his evening out. He showed affection for her and even kissed her goodbye after his burst of anger at the suggestion of masques and music. The scene then shifted as Jessica donned men’s clothes and eloped with Lorenzo, handing him a large chest or trunk, into which she hid herself. A moment of comedy ensued when Antonio vainly tried to lift or move the chest and needed assistance from others. 


Another comic episode followed with the second casket scene. Again Portia pointed her rifle, this time at an American suitor. She clipped a lock of his hair after he agreed to the terms of the contest, while a gorilla was projected on the translucent screen behind them. After the suitor found the idiot head in the casket, Portia dreamt of Bassanio embracing her, and the scene shifted to Shylock and Tubal trapped as it were in a cage. Shylock, dressed in Jessica’s pajamas, was angry at her loss and in agony over it and his ducats. Tubal then told him of Antonio’s bad luck too, and Shylock alternated between joy and sorrow. The following scene showed Antonio getting the bad news of his shipping losses, delivered by his nurse, when Shylock entered and shouted “You knew,” etc. and then delivered his threat of revenge.

Back in Belmont, when Bassanio finally arrived, Portia jumped into his arms, and they proceeded to make love excitedly on the floor. (Behind the screens Lorenzo and Jessica, now dressed in a striking blue minidress with bright red high-heeled shoes, also made love very animatedly.) Nothing subtle here! After Bassanio chose the right casket, to a song about things being “least themselves,” the screens showed two pairs of lovers under water making love. When Portia gave Bassanio her ring, Lorenzo and Jessica arrived with the bad news of Antonio’s losses. Portia then sent Bassanio off to Venice with enough ducats to ransom his friend, but not before Jessica warned of her father’s earnest desire for revenge. Jessica from here on out showed herself to be very antagonistic to her father, and in the trial scene in act 4 has to be restrained from hitting him with the heel of her red shoe.


Before the trial scene, Shylock was shown pulling Antonio around, their ties knotted together like a rope, and Shylock vehemently saying he will have his bond to Antonio’s futile pleas. In court, Shylock sharpened his knife, then pushed Antonio around in his wheelchair preparatory to taking his pound of flesh. In this adaptation, it was Jessica who offered Shylock more money to save Antonio, and when he rejected the offer, Lorenzo had to hold her back from striking him. Portia entered, dressed again in the costume of the nurse in 1.1. She eventually saved Antonio from Shylock’s knife after he, wearing a surgeon’s mask and apron and placing a hood over Antonio’s head, marked the spot on Antonio’s chest where he intended to plunge his blade. After Portia stopped him, she shamelessly exulted in her triumph.


The ring plot was not entirely omitted, but the ending had a quite different twist. Shylock remained on stage filming Antonio, who went through an agonizing heart attack and died, while a drowning man (Antonio) was again projected on one of the screens. Interestingly, in both productions of The Merchant of Venice the religious element was definitely underplayed, as of little significance, as the actor playing Shylock (Peter Lüchinger, in the Bremer Group) stated explicitly.
 Modern dress in both productions would tend to this interpretation, given our secular age, although it seemed to me that they overlooked the current rise of anti-Semitism and its threats in Europe and elsewhere.


I’ll close with a brief account of the London Globe’s touring company’s tour de force performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Staged out-of-doors in a park in Gdynia (a neighboring city to Gdansk), this small company of seven actors put on a delightful show to a very appreciative audience of adults and children sitting on benches during a sun-bathed afternoon. The main action was on a canopied portable platform, though characters often entered or left or carried on in the aisles of the audience. The fairies doubled with the young lovers as well as the rude mechanicals, changing costumes rapidly as needed, along with the doubling of Theseus and Hippolyta with Oberon and Titania. Amazingly, no confusion resulted from all this shifting about. 


Bottom, played by William Mannering, almost stole the show, as he often does, but all the cast showed great virtuosity, given their doublings and ability to play musical instruments of various kinds before, during, and after the performance. It was set in modern dress, with a 20s leitmotif. Puck, played by Bethan Walker in tights and bowler hat, was as impish a sprite as one could hope, but hilarious too as Snug the joiner. Sian Robins-Grace was an excellent, petulant Hermia, but as Snout highly comical later as Wall, whose moving “chink” kept the audience laughing. Raz Shaw, the director, did a marvelous job keeping all this together at a fast but not furious pace, and the rest of the staff deserves much credit for the imaginative genius that went into this production.


I repeat: what we witnessed only served to whet our appetite for more, and heightened our regret for not arranging to stay longer to see more of the productions on tap during the festival. We will not make the mistake again of an abbreviated visit and encourage all who can to start planning for 2010 and/or 2011.   


. 

� See Jerzy Limon, “The Archeology of Memory,” in Cahiers Elisabethains (Spring 2008): 39-47, for a fuller analysis of this production with many excellent insights.





� In the talk back after the performance I asked the actor who portrayed Jessica about this interpretation, which I found most unusual. She explained that Jessica hated her father because she wanted to be like the rest of the Venetians.


 





� Again, in the talk back. The director,  Nora Somaini, added that they also tried to avoid any allusion to the Holocaust. She thought of Alan Greenspan, rather, when she directed Shylock.





