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REVIEWS

The Tempest by William Shakespeare

Presented in 2022 at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival and in
London at The Globe

Reviewed by Brigadier General Jack Shuttleworth
The Oregon Roaring Tempest and the Globe’s Speedo Tempest

For reasons soon to be clear, 'm likely the wrong person
to review these two productions of The Tempest. The
Oregon Shakespeare Festival production was an optional
part of the Shakespeare Oxford Fellowship’s Conference;
the Globe production I saw in the company of ten DVS

members before the fall meeting at Hatfield. Let me make
clear at the start that I have no objections to cast
diversity or to relocating a play in time or location
when doing so adds to our understanding. However,
after a lifetime of reading, teaching, and seeing plays,
I remain convinced that Shakespeare’s words have
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meaning, that they should be conveyed to the
making clear the import of the words. I also believe ~ https//www.marcbrenner.co.uk/
that his characters should be distinguishable by costume, manner, and action.
Unfortunately, these two productions I saw within a two-week period fell short
when measured by these criteria, though in widely differing ways.

The common shortcoming of the two productions was in the delivery of the
lines. In his famous directorial command, Hamlet (I1Liii) adjures the players:

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the
tongue; but if you mouth it as many of your players do, I had as lief the
town-crier spoke my lines.
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Nor do not saw the air too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently;
for in the torrent, tempest, and as I may say, whitlwind of your passion,
thou must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness.

O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow
tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings.

He would indeed have been offended to the soul to have heard either of the
plays reviewed here. Though neither had a periwig-pated fellow, there was enough
tearing to tatters on each stage to offend.

The Oregon production in the open-air Elizabethan theater was marred by
the universally shouted speech of the actors — no subtlety, no nuance of voice, no
revelation of the emotions between characters were possible, especially when the
dialogue was both shouted and rapidly spoken. One yearned for a modern sound
system which would have allowed at least a normal range of speech and, thus, some
emotional clarity. Without it, the tender words between Prospero and Miranda, for
example, sounded argumentative and angty.

The Globe’s production, too, ignored Hamlet’s words with rushed recitation
of the often-truncated speeches and little attention to the words’ significance,
seemingly in a whirlwind hurry to get to the next funny business. And with a too-
much sawing of the air, especially by Miranda who punctuated every line with a
distracting gesture. Not until Prospero’s final words, when he stepped to the end
of the intimate thrust stage, was a speech delivered with absolute clarity in a
persuasive voice by a character true to the text.

Costuming, too, affected both versions. The Oregon was closer, perhaps, to
the traditional one: Prospero in a filmy, beaded cloak and pantaloons at least
suggested a touch of magic until he removed the cloak to reveal his mildly tattered
shirt and mid-calf beach pants. Miranda, too, was in tattered beach clothing but
still managed to suggest some dignity. Caliban, in moss green, was sufficiently
otherworldly to be threatening, and other characters were distinguishable from one
another by costuming and behavior.

The Globe, however, offered an entirely different take. From the moment
Prospero tells Miranda to ‘Lend thy hand and pluck my magic garment from me’
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(L.ii.23), the idea of magic or dignity disappears. When we see a not terribly fit
middle-aged man in only a skimpy, canary yellow Speedo, we know immediately
we are in a different world. Miranda, too, barely clothed in a cerise short skirt and
bikini-like ruffled top, in no way suggests a princess in waiting, but rather an
aggressive, discontented teenager. Prospero’s skimpy Speedo became a metaphor
for the entire production; stripped of clothing and magic, the whole performance
skimps on Shakespeare. The cast skips the complex, difficult speeches, and rushes
the dialogue to get to the next ad-lib gag. Even the casting is skimpy: Caliban,
played by the skinny, tee-shirt-and-shorts-clad Ciaran O’Brien in no way looked
monstrous. Only by a hint of a moustache and grotesque, jerky movements did he
suggest his alienation from the others. Of course, casting a young, white Irishman
makes clear the wokeness of the production, intending to question the colonialism
implicit in Prospero’s domination. Caliban, briefly expands on his character,
playing to the young audience with a riff on ‘Freedom, Freedom.” Like a football
crowd, they enthusiastically followed his cheer-leading from the end of the small
thrust stage.

In stage business, too, the Oregon Tempest, was more traditional; it effectively
invoked a storm with sails billowing backstage from which the sea-tossed
characters emerged. The Globe’s dishevelled survivors emerged slowly and
groggily from brightly colored modern shipping containers pushed forward on
stage with barely a hint of a storm. In both productions, the staging of the four-
legged monster scene (ILii) was a highlight of the comedic thread; both were
visually funny and delighted the youngsters in the audience; the Oregon more
believable, the Globe more ludicrous with its absurd inflatable swan. And then
there were the two feast scenes: The Oregon again more conventional with a table
and food that magically disappeared as the table was inverted; The Globe feast
covered a table with what appeared to be skimpy, but colorful, fast-food boxes
from MacDonald’s and a pizza patlor. Ariel accompanied the feast with the Three
Lions football song. The table was messily cleared by sweeping all the dishes and
boxes onto the stage floor, a visual throwaway line, but no magic.

To be fair, The Globe’s production very effectively used the added runway-
like thrust stage to gain an intimate contact with the surrounding audience (mostly
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middle-grade students). It was to that audience that the production seemed to be
aimed. Clown suits, a twerking Ariel, grotesque inflatables, allusions to Harry
Potter all pointed to adolescent entertainment. I left feeling sorry for the students
who now think they’ve seen a Shakespeare play, without realizing it was about
isolation, betrayal, political power, as well as love and forgiveness.

Taken together, these two productions reveal the emptiness of pointless
diversity or parodic relocation in time or setting. The mildness of Prospero’s anger
and almost casual forgiving of those who had usurped his position in both
productions, and especially Antonio’s shrug when forgiven (Ashland), suggest a
deliberate playing down of the deep emotions the text reveals. The dumbing down
of the play (Globe) is even more disturbing to anyone who has read the play
seriously; why deprive the audience, youngsters or not, of the chance to confront
difficult questions and serious problems? Both productions minimized the fact that
the play stems from court behavior and the roles of nobility that were such a part
of the Elizabethan literary and dramatic world. I, for one, hope these two versions
of The Tempest are aberrations and not the norm.
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Books recently recorded on the DVS website:
See: https://deveresociety.co.uk/library /books-journals/

Annabel Leventon (see presentation p.20—24 above) is also the
author of a sensational real-life drama.

The Real Rock Follies: The Great Girl Rip-Off of 1976 is a story of
betrayal, professional loss, persistence and eventual vindication
at the High Court in a landmark case of Breach of Confidence
in the field of Intellectual Property.

Published in 2017 by NW1Books.

Oxfordian books by James A. Warren recently published by Veritas Publications
(see p.3) are also listed on the DVS website as above.
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