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Revelatory Macbeth
Eatlier this year I saw Simon Godwins’s interpretation of Macbeth at Dock X,
Canary Whart (DS Newsletter Vol 31, No. 2, Spring 2024 p. 45-47). Last week 1
went to a totally different incarnation of]

Two productions. Both alike in script
In fair London where we lay our scene
From ancient grudge break to new mutiny

The exciting reinvention of Shakespeare’s Macbeth in this reincarnation was
unexpected: ‘With patient ears attend ...~

If you were lucky enough to get tickets recently for Max Webster’s Macbeth you
will have seen a production of style and substance. Critics had already hailed it as
brilliant after a sell-out run at the Donmar last Spring, and it worked well this
autumn on transfer to the Harold Pinter theatre.

The simple set kept the mind concentrated on the players, their voices and the
text, and their costumes (black and grey kilts). The use of a glass wall to guard off
some of the horror; and the startling touch of having Lady Macbeth dressed all in
white. David Tennent was mesmeric and Cush Jumbo a powerful Lady Macbeth,
with all other players providing impressive support.

The director made some substantive choices to enhance the production. The
witches were ethereally heard but never seen. The porter was a modernised
comedian and made contemporary jokes in a virtually non-existent interval.
Knowing that Lady Macbeth had lost a child added a further dimension to her
complex visions both real and imaginary, the disintegrating passion between the
Macbeths palpable. And, finally, Macbeth’s surrender to death after learning of
Macduff’s birth.
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Everybody in the audience wore headphones as all the actors were mic’d
up. The use of headphones was inspirational. Whispered Shakespearean magic
made the lines intimate, the hushed voices in your ear drawing you into each
character as if they were talking to you personally. It demonstrated how
Shakespeare initiated the act of talking to the audience a la Commedia dell’Arte
seen in and imported by the playwright from Italy. So intimate that it reminded
one of Alan Bennett’s Talking Heads. Just as de Vere would have enjoyed it, the
technique created exactly the confidentiality he would have wanted his audience to
experience. You could hear Macbeth’s every thought, his descent into murderous
corruption and malevolent paranoia. And Lady Macbeth’s ambitious and agonising
fall into mental self-destruction.

De Vere would have been delighted.

~
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