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REVIEWS
The Earl’s Stage: Celebrating the Magic of Theatre & Performance

DVS Webinar reviewed by Amanda Hinds

$

This webinar was shown on 8th September
2024 to a highly appreciative audience of DVS

iive | THEEARLS STAGE
members and the recording is now available on  |[EERAHRVNERVIIRVATEI olo]d
the Members Media section of the DVS |

website.

This event deserves a review rather than a post in Oxfordian News because it
needs consideration in relation to its full title. The ‘magic of theatre and
performance’ is as relevant now as in the 16th century and needs to be considered
in the light of the difference between ‘cancellation’ of opinions in the 16th and
21st centuries. More will be said about this at the October DVS meeting when the
role of Hermetism, practiced by Dr John Dee, gave a method of concealing the
author of the works of Shakespeare while his name was transferred to William of
Stratford in the First Folio of his plays (lacking his poems and sonnets). First, brief
biographies of the participants given by Rosemary Loughlin, the moderator of this
webinar, say a great deal about their belief in the magic of theatre and performance
when considered in the light of the attitude of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust
and its advocates.

Rosemary introduced the participants: Cheryl Eagan-Donovan presents an
introduction to her new documentary film A/ the World's a Stage, which will focus
on Edward de Vere as the centre of the theatrical world in the late 16th century
and celebrates the power of the theatre to inspire change. Rosemary Loughlin
speaks of the background to her one-woman-show .4 Rose by Any Other Name and
how she presented it at Edinburgh and various locations around Ireland and now
London. Richard Clifford, with over 40 years’ experience of performing, became
interested in the authorship question 15 years ago through the Declaration of
Reasonable Dounbt and reading Shakespeare Beyond Doubt? (Eds. John Shahan and
Alexander Waugh). He discusses Shakespeare’s plays in performance and direction
and how he came by his own faith in these amazing works.
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Interludes of readings were provided by our inimical team of actors, this time
including Annabel Leventon, Costa Chard and Michael Delahoyde.

Cheryl Eagan-Donovan preceded her presentation of A/ the World s a Stage with

acknowledgment of the loss of her dear friend and

All the World’s a Stage
— colleague Alexander Waugh, who was a major

inspiration and generous mentor for her film, which
was motivated by his research into de Vere’s role in 16th
century theatre. The catalyst was encouragement by
Richard Clifford and Sir Derek Jacobi for her to
produce a follow-up of her previous film with the new
UK title Shakespeare, the Man Bebind the Name with reference to the implausible
Stratfordian theory. The trailer for the film starts in Stratford, and records Sir Mark
Rylance, Sir Derek Jacobi and Richard Clifford at the DVS/SAT meeting at the
Charterhouse in 2023, and the extraordinary reaction of Stratfordians to Elizabeth
Winkletr’s book Shakespeare Was a Woman and Other Heresies: How Doubting the Bard
Became the Biggest Taboo in Literature. Thanks to her for her bravery in continuing to

promote it with its often-forgotten full title.

Cheryl framed her new film in the context of de Vere’s theatrical career as a
story that has never been told — from his early exposure to the plays at Hedingham
Castle, where as a young boy he would have seen John Bale’s King Johan, which was
a groundbreaking play as the first to show a king on the stage (see Anderson’s
“Shakespeare” by Another Name, p. 13), and at Oxford and Cambridge Universities
where he joined Queen Elizabeth’s progresses in the 1560s and would have seen
Palamon and Arcites, possibly an eatly version of The Two Noble Kinsmen, and plays at
the Inns of Court. This phase of his life must have kindled his interest in the theatre
as a means of promoting an idea that would otherwise have been ‘cancelled™ i.e.
the idea of “The Mousetrap’ and plays as ‘brief chronicles of the time’ in Hamslet.

After his rival the Earl of Leicester’s spectacular production at Kenilworth
while he was in Italy, de Vere returned in 1576, influenced by Commedia dell” Arte,
and produced his own plays at the palaces of Whitehall and Hampton Court — and
at the first two theatres in Shoreditch in the late 1570s. De Vere bought the lease
on Blackfriars Theatre in 1583 for his secretary John Lyly to manage and present
his plays, and paid for a circle of writers at the Savoy Hospital and Fisher’s Folly
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until he ran out of money in 1591. He then retired to Hackney and used the
pseudonym William Shakespeare from 1593 for his poems and plays.

To quote Cheryl, “The new film celebrates the power of the plays as a

subversive force of misrule, disrupting ideas of gender and sexuality, politics, race,
class and ethnicity” We should wvalue this comment when considering
Shakespeare’s plays sometimes portraited as ‘sexist, racist and colonialist’ —
whatever the relevance of the latter in the 16th century; and should bear in mind
the ‘magic’ at that time of the proto-feminist plays of de Vere and John Lyly in
promoting the role of educated women.
Rosemary Loughlin described her interest in acting in Shakespeare’s plays, then
seeing the documentary Last Will and Testament, which led to her fascination with
Edward de Vere the 17th Eatl of Oxford. She joined the DVS and SOF and wanted
to do her own research — to find out where de Vere was born, lived, and travelled
to. This became a journey to produce a one-woman-play, 4 Rose by Any Other Name,
after a series of ‘magic moments’ when she found evidence of the concealed poet:
first in London, where she stayed in the Bull public house at the site of Fisher’s
Folly and she was able to say in a room called The Oxford which, remarkably, had
a notice about de Vere as the probable author of Shakespeare’s plays.

Following de Vere’s footsteps in Italy, she visited the church of Santa Maria
delle Grazie outside Mantua, where she experienced the ‘magic’ of seeing Giulio
Romano’s sculpture of the risen Christ, which she thinks would have inspired
Shakespeare’s statue of Hermione coming to life in The Winter's
Tale. She also describes the magic moment of seeing a portrait
of Brutus’s wife Portia at Villa Foscari outside Venice, which
astounded her as Villa Foscari was identified by Richard Roe
and Naomi Magri as the location of Belmont where Portia
resides in The Merchant of V'enice. Here was a portrait of the real
life Portia from Julius Caesar on the wall of the house which

happens to be the real life location of Shakespeare’s other —

fictional — Portia!

Rosemary describes productions of her play at the Edinburgh festival in 2022
and various locations in Ireland. The reception has been very largely positive,
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which is a good omen for the Oxfordian movement, as was a more recent
presentation at the Cutrtain’s Up pub/theatre at Baron’s Coutt, London — it was
attended by an impressive group of enthusiastic DVS members.

Richard Clifford first spoke about his English master who encouraged him to
read Chaucer and Shakespeare out loud — and also to be an actor although his
father had insisted he concentrate on A level studies — which led to his name being
omitted from the playbills of his first plays! He found that his formative
Shakespeare education helped enormously when he worked for three years at the
Old Vic learning his craft being on stage with wonderful actors.

How does he approach Shakespeare? By saying that the most useful thing is
to keep reading the text — and that you learn so much about your own character in
the mouths of others. These clues give you a start into building a character. Richard
describes the challenge of dealing with many different editions of Shakespeare.
Using examples from Much Ado About Nothing, he explains that there is no
definitive way to say a line — leaving that choice to be made by the director and the
actor. He had been advised by a wise actor to read the prose as poetry and the
poetry as prose; he believes that makes the language modern and comprehensible.
His time as an actor has helped him understand the extra responsibilities of a
director, which involve the actors building a chemistry among themselves; thus the
director must see the possibilities when selecting the actors.

While directing the admittedly ‘difficult play’ A4s Well That Ends Well, he
describes spending much time reading the text with the actors before and during
rehearsals, so that they are clear about what they are saying and why; and therefore
become aware that the play is often thought to be autobiographical. Much as he
loves restoration comedies, Richard concludes, ‘My love for the Bard is always
what interests me best. The challenge is always so exciting. The Text is All.’
Annabel followed her final reading with a delightful tribute to Alexander who we
miss hugely. She spoke of his video about where de Vere’s bones are buried, his
knowledge, like de Vere’s, of Greek and Latin, and how he was drawn to de Vere
among his other skills as a writer, musician and cartoonist. RIP Alexander.
Members are strongly recommended to watch the webinar in full at:

https://deveresociety.co.uk/members/members-media/
~ T~
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