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Between 2 and 12 August 2006, the Polish city of Gdansk hosted its tenth 
annual Shakespeare Festival, presenting eleven professional productions from 
seven countries, supported by educational programs, guest lectures, exhibitions, 
art shows, and student performances. The Theatrum Gedanense Foundation, of 
which Jerzy Limon is president, was founded in 1990 to enable the reconstruction 
of an Elizabethan theater used by English traveling companies (among others) 
during the seventeenth century. The aim is not merely to recreate a historic playing 
space, but to enliven the cultural life of this great international city, a Hanseatic 
port which in its time has been the victim of tragic circumstances, most notably 
the destruction of most of its city center at the end of the Second World War. But 
Gdansk, which was also the birthplace of the movement that led to the fall of the 
postwar Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, has always been a city of intel-
lectual and artistic, as well as economic, commerce. As part of the celebrations of 
the tenth festival, sponsorship for a number of prizes was secured, and an interna-
tional jury was appointed to award them. 

Deliberating on the relative merits of such a diverse program, with enormous 
variations in approach not merely to the Shakespeare texts but to theater itself, 
concentrated the mind on the validity or viability of "international" or "global" 
Shakespeare. These productions were not "at home" in Gdansk; instead, the com-
panies brought their audiences to their own homes, and to their own conflicts, 
anxieties, and pleasures. On a less-exalted but nonetheless important level, the 
festival showed the possibilities of the Shakespearean material, even when (as with 
the Munich Kammerspiele Othello) they seemed at first to take issue with it, if not 
attack it. The productions included the crowd-pleasing and the crowd-puzzling, 
intense and extravagant, somber and extroverted. Some productions had been 
seen elsewhere and more than once, or were firmly established in their theater's 
repertoire, while others were newly created. The venues included two large theaters 
in Gdansk, one of them the Baltic Opera, built for musical theater; smaller studio 
theaters; a partially restored church in the city center; and the Music Theatre in 
the neighboring industrial city of Gdynia, so that a diversity of spaces and loca-
tions were available. This was very much a festival for the "three cities" of this part 

1 The author served as chair of the jury for the 2006 International Shakespeare Festival in 
Gdansk, Poland. This review is a personal report and does not reflect the jury's views on the 
productions. 
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of the Baltic coast—Gdansk, Gdynia, and the seaside town of Sopot—whose 
authorities and businesses had contributed generously. The event also coincided 
with the annual Dominican Fair in Gdansk, when market stalls and refreshment 
booths take over many of the city's streets. It seems appropriate, then, to begin by 
reporting on a particularly festive version of a tragedy. 

The Vesturport Theatre from Reykjavik, Iceland, presented their well-traveled 
Romeo and Juliet at Gdansk's Wybrzeze Theatre. The proscenium-arch space was 
modified by seating some of the audience on bleachers behind the traverse stage 
that served for most of the play's action—except when performers were swinging 
from trapezes or dangling from ropes and lengths of fabric. A circus or vaudeville 
atmosphere was encouraged: we blew soap bubbles into the air, and a clown iden-
tifying himself as "Peter" engaged the audience in a warm-up session in English 
interspersed with bits of rapturously received Polish. This included singling out a 
latecomer for participation and what promised to be humiliation, at which point 
he was revealed to be a cast member in disguise. Feats of aerial acrobatics, fire-eat-
ing, and swordplay energized the opening brawl, and the heads of the rival families 
appeared at opposite sides of the stage on the trapeze-artists' launching platforms, 
dressed as if for the circus, with a touch of Baz Luhrmann in Lady Capulet's fish-
net stockings and minidress. The Nurse, reminiscent of the Nurse in Shakespeare 
in Love, was played by a large male actor in drag like a "dame" in British Christmas 
pantomime; Tybalt was indeed something of a Demon King in flaming red, a tat-
tooed thug in Mephistophelian makeup; and Paris was a would-be crooner with 
an out-of-date repertoire and clothes to match. By contrast, the lovers could have 
passed unnoticed in the streets outside the theater, and Benvolio was a bespec-
tacled, blue-jeaned teenage girl with her hair in bunches. The Friar's cell was indi-
cated by the presence of a life-size crucifix, with an actor playing a lackadaisical 
Jesus who, at one point, produced a joint from his loincloth. Juliet's balcony was a 
hooped swing some ten feet above the platform: she writhed ecstatically on it for 
the "Gallop apace" speech (3.2);2 on their single night together, she and Romeo 
engaged in a vaguely erotic aerial ballet. 

The vagueness of the eroticism was one of the production's problems. Aerial 
gyrations a la Cirque du Soleil have become such a commonplace of theater— 
indeed, of Shakespearean performance—that we now demand virtuosity and 
elegance of the kind displayed in Tim Supple's Midsummer Night's Dream in the 
2006 Stratford season. Neither eros nor pathos seemed within the range of the 
Icelandic company, for all their energy, pace, and enthusiasm. After the deaths of 
Mercutio and Tybalt, one wondered what the company would make of the play 
now that the fighting and joking were over. The lovers' union was as bland as the 
courting rituals commonly enacted in ice dancing, and Juliet's taking the potion, 
which resulted in her hanging upside down from her favorite perch, was hampered 
rather than enhanced by the actor's position. (The language of the performance 
was English, but some of the more impassioned speeches were spoken in Icelandic.) 

2 Quotations from Shakespeare's works are from The Riverside Shakespeare, 2d ed, gen. ed. G. 
Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), unless otherwise indicated. 
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Juliet's funeral was simply and effectively handled—she lay across the platform 
and then rolled off slowly as a small procession advanced behind her. Surprisingly, 
the production succeeded in retrieving Capulet's anger from the hitherto relent-
lessly merry atmosphere, and the Nurse, despite her (or his) outwardly grotesque 
appearance, was surprisingly moving in the grief resulting from the losses of Tybalt 
and Juliet. Anxious like so many productions to get to the conclusion quickly, this 
one went even further than most by omitting all visible means of death for the lov-
ers—no poison, no dagger. Romeo and Juliet seemed to die from a tragic lack of 
desire to live. Consequently there was no Apothecary, but the messenger to whom 
Friar Lawrence entrusted his letter for Romeo was a sinister figure who waited 
until the Friar had left the stage and then set fire to the letter and dropped it into 
his hat—revealing himself to the audience as the malign ghost of Tybalt. 

In sharp contrast, the production of Romeo and Juliet from the Jelenia Gora 
Theatre of Poland, staged in the same space, was in the "teenage victims of modern 
society" mode familiar for some years now and given enhanced popular currency 
by Baz Luhrmann's 1996 movie Romeo + Juliet. In the Polish production, the two 
households shared the dignity of adjoining apartments in an unprepossessing 
tenement with a paved backyard and a water standpipe dripping into a permanent 
puddle. The brawling factions seemed to be fighting over garbage-dumping rights 
in the first scene, and the Capulets' party, with its bursts of blaring techno music, 
made them the neighbors from hell. Friar Lawrence, an earnest young man, put 
up posters urging peace in the name of Jesus alongside those advertising a dance 
featuring Rosalina, evidently the parish rock star. The Friar acted as a sort of one-
man medical auxiliary, tending a wounded brawler and illustrating his speech on 
the medicinal power of plants by producing sachets of herbs (for medicinal use 
only?) from a pouch worn around his waist. Capulet's wife and the Nurse (more an 
aunt than a Nurse, in fact) tried to get through to Juliet while the girl sat on the 
floor doing stretching exercises and listening to music on her headphones—way off 
in a healthier, safer world of her own. 

The realism of the world thus created came and went by fits and starts, as it 
tends to do in the face of rhetorically patterned poetic tragedy, and the localized 
set did not always serve the shifts of locale in the script (why did everyone come to 
Capulet's backyard?). Juliet stubbed her toe and washed it under the tap; Romeo 
climbed on the dumpster to reach her window and made what use he could of his 
guitar to serenade her (he was no vocalist); Montague's wife was seen from time 
to time, glancing through her window and usually lighting yet another cigarette. 
When Paris and Capulet entered in 1.2, they were dressed for a genteel game of 
tennis and equipped with rackets and a ball, but otherwise it was hard to read 
the social status of the families or to imagine we were dealing with "the great rich 
Capulet" (1.2.79). The play was trimmed considerably, with cuts that included 
the "Queen Mab" speech of 1.4 and Juliet's potion scene. The final scene was 
played in front of a drop representing niches with icons; at the conclusion, video 
cameras and microphones were deployed to suggest (as in Luhrmann's film and 
other productions) that the lovers' fate had become a media event. This seemed to 
outstay its welcome—in fact, there was a good deal of giggling and shuffling dur- 
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ing it, and the play reached an end rather than a conclusion, more from limpness 
than any postmodern critique of closure. For all its weaknesses, the production 
was remarkable for a moving and believably earnest Juliet (Justyna Bartoszewicz), 
whose performance was convincing in the erotic anticipation of "Gallop apace" 
(lying on a red cloth-covered platform at the front of the stage that served as both 
bed and tomb) and surprisingly moving in the final scene, where the lovers had 
shared a few moments of consciousness after Romeo had taken the fatal draught, 
and—arrestingly—Juliet reacted with nervous laughter to the realization of their 
predicament. 

The Munich Kammerspiele production of Othello, directed by the Belgian 
director Luk Perceval, had an elegant minimalist staging: a high, deep, and wide 
shiny black box with two grand pianos at the center. A white piano was upended 
beneath the black piano, where Jens Thomas provided a stunning improvised jazz 
accompaniment that intensified the emotional impact of the two-hour perfor-
mance. Costuming was simple. The men wore black suits and white shirts of more 
or less formal cut; Desdemona dressed in loose but fashionably revealing soft, 
flowing fabrics and wore gym shoes; the statuesque, brooding Emilia (the only 
black actor) wore a short black dress. But there was nothing abstracted about the 
language or the treatment of the play. There was no backyard or standpipe, but a 
real world of anger and hatred, marshaled expertly against love. Desdemona's pas-
sion for her Schoko (a shortened version of the German word for "chocolate," and a 
term used with variations both by her and by Othello's enemies) was unequivocally 
physical; the translated and heavily adapted script, by the Turkish-born German 
writer Feridun Zaimoglu and Giinter Senkel, brought the play down to earth with 
its unremitting street-level language.3 Iago's racism, misogyny, homophobia, and 
class hatred were articulated in the basest terms for bodily functions and anatomy, 
and he was a virtuoso in manufacturing new expressions with the relentlessly 
recurring element of Scheiss (shit). Othello, played without makeup by the tall, 
portly, if not very handsome middle-aged actor Thomas Thieme, was consistently 
referred to as Schoko or by more or less insulting uses of Neger (Negro), although 
the real insult was saved for Brabantio's complaint (he did not die offstage, and 
he appeared instead of Lodovico as the Venetian envoy) about the demokratische 
Verniggerung ("democratic niggerization") of the state he represented (Figure 1). 
There was no Bianca, and Emilia was the object of Cassio's amours, which until 
recently had included refined, energetic, and explicitly described sexual encoun-
ters. Desdemona's attitude to the Venetians' business in Cyprus suggested twenty-
first-century conflicts: the Venetians claim that they have saved the Cypriots from 
the Turks, but the natives treat them like an army of occupation and keep their 
sniggering behind their hands while the Venetians get on with selling arms to 
their tin-pot regime. (As far as Desdemona was concerned, the island was a "float-
ing patch of seagull shit.") After the brawl between Cassio and Roderigo, Othello 

3 Othello, ed. and trans. Feridun Zaimoglu and Giinter Senkel (Münster: Monsenstein and Van-
nerdat, 2004). The title page refers to the text as an adaptation, but the cover identifies the work as 
newly translated (neu iibersetzt). Translations into English from this edition are my own. 
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Figure 1: Othello, directed by Luk Perceval for the Münchner Kammerspiele, Munich, Germany, 
in an adaptation by Feridun Zaimoglu and Günter Senkel, Othello (Thomas Thieme) and 
Desdemona (Julia Jentsch). Reproduced by permission of the Festiwal Szekspirowski.



98 SHAKESPEARE QUARTERLY 

pointed out this was the last thing that's needed when the enemy may already have 
infiltrated the troops and "young hyenas with dynamite belts" are running through 
the streets. 

This may suggest that the production reduced the play to a parody of itself, 
and when it was first seen in 2003 the German-language press seems to have been 
divided between those who hailed it as "a masterpiece" and declared "this is what 
theater should be" (the classy Neue Züricher Zeitung and the tabloid Bild-Zeitung, 
respectively) and the view that it was "a major case of classic destruction" (Focus 
magazine). Another paper, the Landshuter Zeitung, adopting the language of the 
production's Iago, suggested that it seemed to have been "shat onto the page." 
(These four views are quoted on the back of the paperback edition.) Nevertheless, 
the version constitutes a subtle, although confrontational, exploration of ideas that 
gather around the play in our own world. Zaimoglu is a writer of some standing, 
recipient of many prizes from the German literary establishment and author of 
a remarkable collection of short stories, Zwölf Gramm Glück (Twelve Grams of 
Happiness [2004]). He does not write in street language most of the time, nor 
(judging from an interview printed in the published text) does he regard his treat-
ment of Othello as a simple vilification of racist attitudes. This may be a post-post-
colonial reading as, despite his Turkish origins, he and his fellow translator were 
determined not to write "a homework essay on racism" but rather to explore the 
play's themes of self-respect, envy, jealousy, and anxieties about age, which in their 
view racist behavior expresses. In the final scene, Desdemona accuses Othello of 
clinging stubbornly to an illusion: "You can be told a thousand times that you're 
whiter than most of the whites. But you insist that you're black. You aren't—look 
in the mirror. You're pale. Are you listening to me at all?... You're pale. You want 
to be a black, and to please you your lackeys all speak to you as if you were a black. 
You're not black. You're an old, embittered man." 4 Earlier, Othello had celebrated 
the effect of his love for Desdemona: she was the only one who could get beneath 
the mask of soldierly accomplishment and show him his real self. From occasional 
moments of tenderness (she calls him her Schokokrispie), their relationship has 
deteriorated to unadorned ideological and personal conflict, expressly in terms of 
destroying an illusion about his identity. This seemed to be the point of casting 
Thomas Thieme and leaving him pale faced. To get to this point (in the translation's 
version of the "brothel" scene in 4.2), Othello takes on the language and attitudes 
of Iago, that Emilia and Desdemona are part of a feminist conspiracy: "The day 
will come when the country's taken over by the pussy monopoly (Fotzenmonopol)" 
Othello's fears were compounded by a lingering suspicion of Cassio as an erstwhile 
sixties-style radical, and of Desdemona as a caricatured feminist. This part of the 
backstory seemed to be true, allowing Iago and Othello to translate Desdemona's 
spirited behavior into a modern reactionary cliche. Iago dismissed Cassio, with 
increasingly vehement and insulting variations, as a "faggot," or Schwul—at one 
point he is referred to as a Scheissschwul. In Wolfgang Pregler's performance, Iago 
was insistent, buttonholing, foul mouthed, and clearly frustrated: in the scene 

4 Othello, 17-18. 
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where he gets the handkerchief from Emilia he complained that they hadn't had 
sex for at least half a year and offered to give her "a quick one" there and then. 
Emilia, who watched much of the action impassively (and elegantly) from the back 
or side of the stage, made clear her absolute contempt for him. 

The version of Othello staged by the Modjeska Theatre of Legnica, Poland, 
adapted by Krzysztof Kopka and directed by Jacek G
omb, was more thoroughly 
adapted than the Munich version; although further removed in story line, it was 
more faithful to the original in tone and emphasis. The Polish company returned 
the play to the Renaissance but situated it aboard a ship, the Speranza, which 
Othello captains on a voyage of discovery, taking it into literally uncharted waters 
(Figure 2). The crew included women sailors, one of whom, Emilia, was persuaded 
to put on a dress and tend to Desdemona (Ewa Galusi� ska), a strikingly hand-
some figure in a rich, red-brocade gown who stood out among the businesslike but 
somewhat piratical-looking crew. The other women included Bianca, her maid, and 
a harlot (Viola) brought along for the male mariners. There was also an "Accursed 
Woman," as she was described in the program, kept in some sort of brig below 
and brought up occasionally for a spot of recrimination and maltreatment. After 
the ship was becalmed for a while, it was decided to throw her overboard in an 
attempt—unavailing, as it turned out—to mollify whatever malign powers were 
at work. Othello, played by a white actor (Przemys
aw Bluszcz), who strongly 
resembled Anthony Hopkins but without the glint of wickedness, seemed to con-
trol the mariners by sheer force of personality, supported by occasional floggings 
which took place upstage just out of sight of the audience and were administered 
by one of the female crew members. The presence of Lodovico, as the ship's agent 
doubling as its chaplain, attended by a nun—occasionally seen writing up the day's 
events in a tiny cabin under the deck—provided the authorities to whom Othello 
might be answerable, the equivalent of the Venetian state. The enemy now was not 
military and political, but the passions and the elements. The formidably atmo-
spheric lighting, sound, and direction created a tense, claustrophobic setting for 
the story of jealousy, envy, and the resulting crime of passion. The recalcitrant crew 
members were being taken in their "Hope" beyond the perceptible boundaries of 
their world. In the play's climax, a sail, lowered to cut off the upper part of the deck, 
created a bedroom for Othello and Desdemona. The strangulation was brutal, 
shocking, and effective, a demonstration of the pent-up physical force suggested 
throughout by the captain's stocky, brooding figure. As Othello leaped overboard, 
Iago was left in possession of the stage; suddenly the wind lifted, and the spell of 
the calm was broken. 

This voyage of the Speranza was an exotic and dangerous undertaking, with the 
magic of the elements complemented by the charisma of the captain himself, as 
though Othello had been cross-fertilized by The Tempest, Moby Dick, and The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner (with a dash of Billy Budd and Mutiny on the Bounty). The 
staging, with a portion of ship's deck and the sails and tackle erected in the center 
of the still not fully restored Church of Saint John, capitalized on the church's 
grand, shadowy vastness and resonant acoustics. Many aspects of the adaptation 
must necessarily have been lost to a non-Polish-speaking spectator, and some mys- 



Figure 2: Othello, adapted by Krzysztof Kopka and directed by Jacek G
omb for the Modjeska 
Theatre, Legnica, Poland. Reproduced by permission of the Festiwal Szekspirowski. 
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teries (notably the Accursed Woman) would undoubtedly have been made clearer 
if not altogether explained. For audience members from Britain and the United 
States, Othello's whiteness was perhaps the most striking effect. Like the Munich 
Othello, the production did not so much erase the question of race from the play 
as translate it into other terms—authority, eroticism, knowledge. The setting 
on a ship bound for the "new world " took us back to the initial moves in 
colonialism, making this a pre- rather than postcolonial interpretation. 

The festival did well by tragedy, for in addition to the two versions of Romeo and 
Juliet and Othello, it included performances of Titus Andronicus, presented in the 
Wybrze� e Theatre in Gdansk by the resident company. The play began promis-
ingly with a crowd of sober-suited politicians who received declarations and ora-
tions delivered from a dais by a succession of party leaders and who then huddled 
together to debate the latest shift in policy. Meanwhile, images from party rallies 
under the communist regime were projected onto the high, white back wall. When 
Titus (Miros
aw Baka) arrived, he supervised the burial of his sacrificed sons, 
whose mummified bodies were passed over the heads of his henchmen on their 
way to the family vault. Panels in the wall could be removed to display images or 
create space for new scenes. Lavinia, for example, was seen on an upper level as a 
society girl, happily drinking and dancing, before her entrance in the first scene. 
In a more sinister development, the pit into which Aaron entices his two victims 
was a space at the top of the wall—now bearing a projection of forest greenery—to 
which they ascended by ropes and pulleys. The most spectacular moments of the 
production were, unsurprisingly, the bloodiest. Bassianus received his death blow 
and then stepped forward to the center of the stage, where a shower of blood fell 
onto him. Lavinia, drenched in blood from head to foot when she entered after 
her rape and mutilation, was manipulated like a doll by the punkish Chiron and 
Demetrius. They posed for photographs with her and vied with each other in 
pushing her semiconscious form around, but her ordeal was not over: as Marcus 
spoke his long monologue—"If I do dream, would all my wealth would wake me!" 
(2.4.13—57)—he walked forwards on a treadmill, dragging the victim behind him. 
In some details, such as its use of modern dress and evocations of recent and cur-
rent politics, this was a less extravagant equivalent of Julie Taymor's film Titus; 
the boy Lucius even had a toy car and soldier, reminiscent of the child at play in 
Taymor's opening sequence, and Chiron and Demetrius were hung upside down 
to have their throats slit. 

For all its striking imagery and sense of spectacle, director Monika Pecikiewicz's 
production seemed underpowered. It lacked a strong central performance from 
Baka, who seemed more annoyed than anguished and who specialized in under-
played resentment rather than pent-up fury. At times, he had the detachment of 
a film noir detective (his smoking contributed to this), rather than the cold fury 
he may have been aiming at. Aaron (Piotr Jankowski) was agile and volatile but 
not very Moorish, and he was limited in effect by the loss of two speeches (at the 
end of the first scene and at the play's conclusion). The sense of a wider party (or 
Party) politics was not sustained after the first scene, with its crowd swelled by 
extras, and there was no equivalent of the populace of Rome as witnesses to the 
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final deliberations. The many individual felicities, such as Lavinia's hesitation in 
complying with her father's decision to kill her, were insufficient to retrieve the 
loss of momentum. 

Far more powerful, and some two hours shorter, was the one-man perfor-
mance of Lear by the Turkmen actor Anna Mele, who entered at a gallop with his 
storyteller's rug slung over his back and a bag of simple properties (Figure 3). The 
intensity of the performance, its astonishing range and subtlety of physical and 
vocal effects, and the terror unleashed in the scenes of madness and fear earned 
Mele the accolade (by unanimous agreement of the jury) of best performance by 
a male actor. None of the audience understood his language, Turkmen, and there 
were no surtitles in Polish, so that the mimetic force of the interpretation car-
ried everything. Around the telling of the story itself was a haunting sense of the 
storyteller's own predicament, as though he was obliged to relate these events but 
fearful of discovery or punishment. 

There was one tragical-historical offering. Richard II, directed by John Blondell 
for the Lit Moon Theatre Company in Santa Barbara, California, used the same 
space as the Legnica Othello, but in a radically different manner. This was a "prom-
enade" production, with the audience led from one part of the church to another, 
through episodes that took place in the sanctuary (the opening sequence, up to the 
end of 1.3); the end of the nave, where we sat at trestle tables placed along the sides 
of the aisle while the court sat in a row along the rear wall; back to the sanctuary 
for Richard's deposition; and finally to a small fairground stage in a side aisle, 
where Richard's imprisonment and the final scenes took place. The acting was 
eclectic, ranging from masked figures making stylized gestures in slow motion (the 
opening) to something resembling conventional realism. In the Yorks' scene with 
Aumerle (5.2), the duchess hindered the duke by kneeling on his back, and Aumerle 
made a paper airplane out of the document that gave evidence of the conspiracy 
against the new king. When the king received this, he chewed it up and spat it out 
in pulpy gobbets. For his mission to Pomfret, Exton disguised himself as a cook, 
and the killing of Richard was a prolonged, vivid, and elaborate mime—perhaps 
too much of a good thing. The body was loaded onto a small trolley for delivery to 
the king, who then had to pick it up and stumbled under its weight. 

Much had been removed from the play—the queen's speeches, the political 
rationale of the conflict that motivates the play's opening—in order to make space 
for what was often slow-paced mime and symbolic actions of one kind or another. 
Some of these were effective, including such satirical moments as Bolingbroke's 
smarmy baby-kissing entry into London or the dying Gaunt's staggering down 
the aisle as coins spilled from his pockets. The emphasis seemed to be on emotion 
rather than psychology. (Artaud was invoked in the program notes.) It was symp-
tomatic of the depoliticized nature of the production that Richard seemed wholly 
under the collective thumb of his followers, "caterpillars of the commonwealth" 
(2.3.166), played by smirking, leggy young women in fascist uniforms. I felt that if 
I needed to know why one of the two cooks in the "palace" was pregnant, or why 
the Duke of York seemed to have a miniature belfry with one tinkling bell on his 
head, I probably was not on the right wavelength. There was much to ponder in the 



Figure 3: Lear, presented by the Awara Theatre, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, directed by Owljakuli 
Hod� akuli, and performed by Anna Mele. Reproduced by permission of the Festiwal 
Szekspirowski. 
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production; after the initial impact of watching silent masked figures in overlong 
medieval gowns miming horticulture (the kind of performance I would normally 
go a long way to avoid), the production moved on to other modes of communica-
tion, yielding an impressive variety and vividness of images and aural effects. Still, 
I was not sure by the end of it that we had discovered (or experienced) anything 
surprising about the play. It recalled John Barton and Barry Kyle's King John in 
1974-75 for the Royal Shakespeare Company, when the directors' alterations and 
additions evinced a wish that Shakespeare had delved into the more formal and 
presentational Tudor dramaturgy his theater had superseded. 

Three comedies were on offer. The Tempest received a lackluster production 
from the Lunaria Theatre of Catania, Italy, enlivened sporadically by some inno-
vations, the most intriguing of which was having Ariel turn out to be Prospero's 
alter ego. The use of computer-generated back projections yielded little of inter-
est: the masque resembled one of Terry Gilliam's animations in Monty Python's 
Flying Circus. Caliban was played by a woman, but to no notable effect, and the 
comic scenes were rewritten as extended slapstick. To do this but still discard the 
whole of the play's most notable physical comedy—Caliban hiding under his gab-
ardine—was perverse. 

By contrast, the Yohangza Theatre from Chuncheon, South Korea, played A 
Midsummer Night's Dream—or parts of it—in the manner of their own comic theat-
rical traditions. The play was cut down to the lovers' confusions in the wood, a sim-
plified version of the quarrel of Oberon and Titania, and the pranks of Puck, played 
here by two actors who effortlessly broke through the barriers of language and theat-
rical custom (Figure 4). Bottom was replaced by an old woman who had come to the 
forest in search of ginseng root; she was transformed charmingly into a pig with an 
appetite for melon. The show's energy, skill, and good humor were captivating. 

Of all the festival's productions, the most winning was Twelfth Night from the 
National Theatre of Craiova, Romania, adapted, designed, and directed by Silviu 
Purcarete. The Korean Dream had charm and verve, but Purcarete and his company 
took on the whole of a sophisticated and challenging comedy and turned it in direc-
tions other productions often only point toward. It had gaiety, stylishness, cheerful 
eroticism, and a strong sense of rank and social standing. The shiny black stage was 
bounded at the sides by mirror-like walls and at the rear by a high white backcloth 
against which a model ship was suspended. A row of tall glass-fronted wooden 
cabinets at the back of the stage was subsequently maneuvered to make a gazebo 
where the overweight, melancholic Orsino moped on a sofa or (in the second half) 
a barrier distinguishing the exterior from the interior of Olivia's house, Feste and 
Fabian, in long coats but (it seemed) without trousers, were matching escapees from 
the bleaker world of Samuel Beckett, the hapless but eternally hopeful Andrew 
Aguecheek made his first entrance from the kitchen refrigerator, and Toby and 
Maria sat in the kitchen in their nightclothes as though sobering up the dejected 
knight were a nightly routine in a long-standing but not very happy affair. 

Orsino's hopeless courtship of Olivia followed hard upon the opening storm: 
swathed in black from head to toe, supported by her household (and in particular 
Malvolio), she encountered the sheepish count, took one look at his offering of 



Figure 4: A Midsummer Night's Dream, directed by Jung Ung Yang for the Yohangza Theatre, 
Chuncheon, South Korea. Duduri (the equivalent of Puck) played by Hyun Seok Chang 
and Jung Yong Jeon. Reproduced by permission of the Festiwal Szekspirowski. 
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lilies, and slammed them back at him (Figure 5). Installed as a new favorite, Viola/ 
Cesario was soon on physically intimate terms with the duke, sitting beside him 
on his couch behind the glass doors through which he gazed in lovelorn vacuity. 
Olivia recalled Sunset Boulevard's Norma Desmond in her heavy mourning dress, 
dark glasses, and black headscarf, but her vivid red lipstick was a hint at other pos-
sibilities. For Olivia's entrance in 1.5, Feste carried her on in an armchair, where 
she remained almost wholly hidden from view. As she listened to the pleadings of 
"Cesario"—equipped by the captain with a false moustache and Sebastian's white 
suit—Olivia gradually shed her integuments. Revealed as a young woman and 
stripping to a black bustier, garter belt, and stockings, she more than warmed to 
him. After Cesario's departure, Feste carried her to the side of the stage, where 
she embraced the mirror-like side wall and then was raised up its upstage edge, 
her outstretched right leg and arm reflected in its surface so that she seemed to be 
elevated, embracing in comic and unequivocal anticipation the possibility of physi-
cal fulfillment. ("What is decreed must be; and be this sol" she gasped [1.5.311]; 
emphasis added.) No wonder Orsino was left alone at his garden table, crying into 
the ice-cream sundae served to him with panache by an unctuous manservant who 
held a parasol over it to keep the sun from melting it and then placed a miniature 
cocktail umbrella in the ice itself. Comfort food was all he could manage, and 
even that he could only nibble at. For Cesario's next visit, Olivia changed into a 
cream-colored version of her earlier deshabille with lace-topped stockings and a 
silky peignoir. Love was in the air—and on any available piece of furniture—and 
there was no question that this young man aroused her in ways hitherto unavail-
able in Illyria. Cesario responded eagerly to her advances, establishing quickly the 
production's enjoyment of polymorphous perversity. Andrew, to whose presence 
the couple was oblivious, gaped in astonishment inches away from what promised 
to be consummation. 

Appetite was further celebrated and satisfied in the kitchen scene (2.3), with 
wine, bread, and a midnight omelet prepared on a gas stove at the side of the stage 
and shared by the revelers. "Come away, Death" (2.4.51-66) was played by the 
onstage pianist (who accompanied most of the play's action), rather than sung. 
Malvolio, hitherto seen in a long raincoat and fedora but now appearing in his 
pajamas, was easily dismissed, and the riotous behavior continued with a childish 
game involving a sock. 

The gulling was accomplished with exceptional and charmingly redundant 
ingenuity, making it even more of a practical joke than usual. A packet of cigarettes 
was placed on a table along with an empty matchbox, and the letter was placed on 
the floor next to a candelabra. Finding the cigarettes and taking one, but failing to 
find a light, Malvolio noticed the candelabra which led him to the letter. As he read 
the reminder about yellow stockings, he noticed a pair of yellow socks that had 
been placed strategically on the back of a nearby chair. Given his dandyish dress 
sense and elaborately stylish demeanor, it was easy to believe that Malvolio leaped 
at the notion that he was the secret love of his obviously smoldering employer. One 
thing led to another. By the time he was committed to the "dark place" of 4.2 in a 
steel box that was hoisted up into the flies, he had been reduced to a pathetic but 



Figure 5: Twelfth Night, adapted, designed, and directed by Silviu Purcarete for the National 
Theatre, Craiova, Romania. The portly Orsino (Valer Dellakeza) is repulsed by Olivia (Cerasela 
Iosifescu). Reproduced by permission of the Festiwal Szekspirowski. 

 

still comic victim, a wheedling, angry voice. The play's other outsider, Antonio, 
rescued Sebastian from his assailants and was imprisoned for his pains, making 
his next appearance in a wheelbarrow, wrapped like a mummy in the sheets he had 
found to cover himself after giving his own clothes to Sebastian. Meanwhile, love 
took its course in other ways, and Olivia made sure of sex before marriage, as well 
as after it—and then gleefully embraced both Cesarios when confronted with the 
brother and sister ("Most wonderful!" [5.1.225]). Orsino was clearly going to have 
to share his fancy's queen. "Real" rain fell on a cloth suspended above the front of 
the stage to illustrate Feste's song and accompany the humiliation of Malvolio. At 
the end of the play, the outsiders remained just that. Malvolio was left in his box. 
Antonio remained in his bandages and wheelbarrow; he even took the curtain call 
in the same guise and was left alone on stage when the other actors departed. 

There was yet more matter for a May morning: Antonio's prowess as a kick-
boxer, who felled Olivia by mistake as he fought Toby, the serried ranks of garden 
gnomes ranged along the top of the cabinets, Antonio making love (or something 
very close to it) with Sebastian before sending him off in his own clothes. Gender-
bending, the pleasures of "joking," cruelty, appetite, and self-indulgent melancholy 
were treated with a celebratory zest where so many productions of the play, perhaps 
unconsciously siding with the Malvolios of their own time, have evinced earnest 
concern. Of all the festival's productions, this seemed to be the one that engaged 
most fully with the greatest number of its play's preoccupations, encompassing its 
range of styles and moods and taking the audience further into some of them than 
might be expected. Collectively, this might be said to be true of the festival as a 
whole. In Gdansk, Shakespeare seemed to be pleasurably up for grabs. 


