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John Russell Brown’s Routledge Companion to Directors’ Shakespeare pulls
o= t he rare double act  of  being as well execut ed as it  was conceived.
Given t he high number of  cont ribut ors, t hirt y-one in all, t he collect ion is
impressively consist ent  in focus and t one. That  t one—gent ly laudat ory,
t hickly descript ive—makes t he Companion of  equal use t o t he reader
who just  want s t o t ell his Hall from his Hands and t o t he specialist
int erest ed in Pet er Zadek’s product ion of  Hamlet for t he 1999 Wiener
Fest wochen. The result  is a much-needed reference work t hat  present s
brief  biographies of  t he “long” t went iet h cent ury’s most  influent ial
direct ors of  Shakespeare and crit ical account s of  some of t heir most
import ant  product ions.

In t he Companion’s brief  preliminaries, Brown writ es t hat  “besides
being a work of  reference, t his book is also a collect ion of  t heat re st ories
t hat  can be read eit her from cover t o cover or st art ing wherever int erest
is caught ” (ix–x). Arranged alphabet ically, t he Companion may seem more
int erest ed in encyclopedic scope t han narrat ive t hrust , but  a cover-t o-
cover reading allows a number of  st ories t o emerge from direct ors’
memoirs and memories, int erviews and reviews. As it  t urns out , a handful
of “st ories” repeat  t hemselves so consist ent ly t hat  t hey produce an
ant hology of  t heat rical folklore. This is not  t o accuse t he collect ion’s
aut hors of  cliché, but  rat her t o point  out  how convent ional are t he plot
point s around which [End Page 518] direct ors of  Shakespeare—and t heir
chroniclers—shape t he hist ory of  t went iet h-cent ury performance.

Major mot ifs include t he repeat ed reject ion of  declamat ory
Shakespeare, t he ever-narrowing but  never-quit e-connect ing concerns



of scholarly and t heat rical Shakespeare, a const ant ly invoked fidelit y t o
t ext , England’s suspicion t oward but  appropriat ion of  cont inent al
t heat rical t rends, “insider” versus “out sider” Shakespeare, a st ory called
“Brecht ,” one called “ jazz,” anot her called “commedia dell’arte,” and a
growing sense t hat  Shakespeare in t he t went iet h cent ury was cont rolled
by about  f ive men named Pet er. It  is t he repet it ion of  t hese st ories t hat
makes t hem so t elling. Each t ime a direct or ret ails t he not ion t hat  his
act ors work like “great  jazz players” (395), one suspect s t hat  “ jazz” is a
word for somet hing else (spont aneit y, improvisat ion, racial aut hent icit y,
modernit y, “cool”). Wit h each t ime t he “t he t radit ional declamat ory
st yle” (376) is reject ed, one suspect s t hat  it  never really exist ed. And
each t ime a quot ed review condemns a product ion for privileging
“concept ” and “st aging” over “t he verse,” one surmises t hat , since t hose
t erms are never reversed, t he crit icism is essent ially empt y. Working
independent ly from one anot her, t he cont ribut ors t o t he Companion
have collect ively fashioned a fascinat ing compendium of t heat rical lore.
In doing so, t hey have produced a document  t hat  enables an
ant hropological reading of  t he t heat er indust ry and how it  account s for
it self.

The aggregat e e=ect  of  t hese repeat ed t ales is t o highlight  t hose
essays t hat  subject  t hese ort hodoxies t o crit ique. The best  example is
Pet er Holland’s t hought ful but  t roubled account  of  Pet er Hall’s career.
First  playfully and t hen seriously, Holland challenges t he religious
language of  “sanct it y,” “fait h,” and “fidelit y” t hat  Hall uses when he
speaks about  verse. Holland is clearly skept ical of  Hall’s dogmat ism (t he
direct or has been labeled an “‘iambic fundament alist ’” [149]), posing
rat ional object ions t o his claims about  verse. But  Holland is just  as clearly
a fan of  Hall’s work, which lends t he essay a fascinat ing cont rapunt al
dynamic as he t oggles bet ween admirat ion and int errogat ion. The ent ry
o=ers bot h narrat ive and count ernarrat ive, allowing t he subject  t o speak
for himself  while subject ing t hat  speech t o crit ique.

Wort hy of  special ment ion, t oo, is Franklin J. Hildy’s comprehensive
recap of B. Iden Payne’s long career, which set s out  t o correct  t he



received narrat ive of  t went iet h-cent ury Shakespeare and performance,
in which Payne has not  f igured very highly. In Hildy’s account , Payne
emerges as a seminal...
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