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The word ?gesture”, as ny title indicates, forned part of

Shakespeare’s vocabul ary: the quoted line is fromThe Wnter’s
Tale. The word first took its place in his witing (as we now
know it) in the rather consciously literary poetry of the Chorus
speeches of Henry V, in which a central concern is to theorise,
one mght say, the relationship between | anguage and acti on,

bet ween what is reported or fornulated orally on the one hand,
and what is seen on the other. The synbolic | anguages of the
stage do both, but the stage’s power of opsis, particularly, is
limted, as the Chorus of Henry Vis at pains to renm nd us

(?Thi nk, when we talk of horses, that you see theni Prol ogue. 26,

nmy enphases). The word ?gesture” continues to recur in such

contexts during the remai ni ng decade or so that Shakespeare
continued to wite for the stage; in the Shakespearean

vocabul ary, then, it is a termof the early seventeenth century.
It is a word which overlaps with the far conmoner term ?action”;
bot h words, ?action” and ?gesture” are used as English

transl ations of the G ceronian oratorical term?vita”, to signify

t he physical animation of a speaker, whether on stage, in the
pulpit, inits Christian sense, or on the |ecturer’s or

| egi slator’s podium Both words, as we shall see, might refer to



facial expression as nuch as to novenent of the hands, |inbs, or
torso, but whereas ?action” is a termreferring particularly to
mmetic activity--the actor’s portrayal of a character’s or a
speaker’s novenent and physical expression--"gesture” in

Shakespeare’s usage seens reserved for the actions of fictional

characters. ?Gesture” is within the frane, as it were, and
2action” outside it.

Consi der, to begin with, the use of the two words in Hanl et.
Action, famously, is what has to be suited to the word in order

for stage playing to have its profoundest effect. Ham et’s advice

in 3.2 begins with a warning about ?nouthing it”--overdoing vocal
enphasis or production (Cicero’s ?vox”). He follows with a

condemnmati on of pointless action (?vita”): ?do not saw the air
too nuch with your hand, thus” (3.2.4-5). Avoiding the opposite
vice of being ?too tame”, wooden and dull, one should ?Suit the

action to the word, the word to the action, with this speci al
observance, that you o erstep not the nodesty of nature” (3.2.17-
19). Vocal and physical expression should be organic, and

natural”, that elusive concept; but what Haml et suggests by it,

in context, is that actors should avoid exaggeration, caricature,
and st agi ness.

| f acting succeeds in being entirely natural, however, if
genui ne human speech and action is indistinguishable fromits
m metic copy, then how can one tell the real fromthe fake; the

genui ne word, and its supporting action, fromthe sinmulated, the



pretended, the false, the deceitful? Such a conceptual |inkage--
stage playing=fiction=deceit--dogs the not very sophisticated
di scussi on about theatrical art which was carried on in print in
Renai ssance England. Hamlet’s reaction to the player’s speech
about Prianmis death and Hecuba'’s grief is, in the Latin sense,
adm ration; he is noved, but also distraught by the
i nsubstantiality which lies at the heart of the actor’s skill:

Is it not nonstrous [i.e. specifically not natural] that
this player here,

But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,

Coul d force his soul so to his own conceit

That from her working all his visage wann’d,

Tears in his eyes, distraction in his aspect,

A broken voice, an’ his whole function suiting

Wth forns to his conceit? And all for nothing!

For Hecuba!

What’ s Hecuba to him or he to Hecuba

That he should weep for her? (2.2.551-60)
The actor, no doubt, would reply, were he asked, that it is not
at all a question of nothing, but rather the invocation and
transposition of sonething into the fictional context of the
play. But simulated grief for a nurdered husband is not exactly a
neutral subject in the world of Ham et, and the title character’s
unease about acting is expressed at a tine and in a place where

the very sense of what is ?natural” has becone confused and

corrupted. ?Action”, for all Hamet’s comendation of it as a
technical skill, is suspect, like costune, in being able to cover
over or disguise true notives or inpulses. Early in the play, in
a speech which in many ways prefigures his reaction to the

pl ayer, and the ternms and phrasing of that reaction, Hanl et

objects to his nother’s use of the word ?seens”.



<Tis not alone ny inky cloak, good nother,

Nor customary suits of solemm bl ack

Nor wi ndy suspiration of forc’d breath

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,

Nor the dejected havior of the visage,

Together with all fornms, npods, shapes of grief,

That can denote nme truly. These indeed seem

For they are actions that a man m ght play;

But | have that wi thin which passeth show,

These but the trappings and the suits of wie. (1.2.77-86)
The rel ati onship between the inner and the outer, within and
wi thout, is precisely at the centre of the actor’s art. He cannot
afford to have anything ?whi ch passeth show', since showing is

all, as Haml et later has occasion to remark to Ophelia, as they
watch the play in the court. If one is playing either Haml et or
Claudius in the scene fromwhich the |ines above are taken, then,
one’s words and actions should already be indicative, to an
audi ence which as yet are working out the terns of the fiction,
of what kind of nen they respectively are: they enter the stage
invested with their histories.

Gestural |anguage, particularly, is also read by watchers on
t he stage when characters either do not speak for thenselves, or
do not speak clearly. The play put on for the court, you may

remenber, has both silent action and speech; The Musetrap is

preceded by a pantom nmed prol ogue which plays out the nurder and
wooi ng |i ke a speeded-up silent film As commentators have
pointed out, it is evidently not so precise in its application as
to shock Claudius into recognition of his sin at the start of the
eveni ng, and Ophelia is not entirely sure of what she has seen:

MWhat nmeans this, nmy lord?” she asks of Haml et (3.2.136). Action

wi t hout word may be anbi guous, exaggerated, and unnatural; Hanl et



urges the posed player of Lucianus to ?Begin, nurtherer, |eave

t hy dammabl e faces and begin” (3.2.251-2). The play cannot
proceed until the actor speaks, and in speaking, ceases muggi ng.
(What he speaks, of course, may be the line or two Hanml et has
added to the play, and in which he has a particul ar stake.)

The play scene dramati ses the conventions of the theatre.
Qut si de that context, characters whose action is divorced from
speech are nore unsettling, and nore anbi guous: the first is the
CGhost, and the second is the distracted Ophelia of act four. The
appear ance of the broken, abandoned daughter of Polonius is
preceded by a brief scene of introduction, in which her speech
and action are reported by an anonynous gentl eman.

She speaks nuch of her father, says she hears

There's tricks i’ th” world, and hens, and beats her heart,

Spurns enviously at straws, speaks thing in doubt

That carry but half sense. Her speech is nothing,

Yet the unshaped use of it doth nove

The hearers to collection; they yawn at it

And botch the words up fit to their own thoughts,

Whi ch as her wi nks and nods and gestures yield them

| ndeed woul d nake one think there m ght be thought,

Though not hing sure, yet much unhappily. (4.5.4-13)
Ophel i a has becone a spectacle, and hence a focus for neaning,
i ke the actor speaking of nythic suffering, though in herself

i ncapabl e of conscious perfornmance. “Her speech is nothing” m ght
be taken as sone kind of echo of the earlier ?And all for

not hing”--two variations on grief and its expression, with very

different registers. But without the deliberative intentionality
of the actor Ophelia is confined to ?gestures” rather than

action: a termfromnature rather than art, one m ght say.



Lacki ng a coherent ?conceit” which mght find ?forns” she is a

di sjointed junble of signifying words and actions. ?Gesture”,

then, here (and only here--it’s the sole occurrence of the word
in Ham et) points to an external, objectified view of a
character’s physical novenent and expression; the far conmmoner

?2action” signifies nental control and consci ousness, though al so,

as we have observed, a slippery dowward path into falsity and
deceit--deceit also being a function of nmental control and
consci ousness.

The Ghost, then, silent in its first appearances, until it

engages Ham et alone, is read entirely through its novenent and

facial expression: frowning, nmoving with martial stalk”, ?2with
solem march”, ?slow and stately”, and with ?a countenance nore

in sorrow than in anger”. Wiat the characters of the play say

t hey see, of course, will be set against the casting, costum ng,
and staging decisions in any given production--what the audi ence
will see. Wien Hanlet finally encounters the Ghost it neets his
enquiries first with gesture rather than speech. In two of the
three early texts of the play this receives a margi nal stage

di rection, echoing the | anguage of Horatio: ?It beckons you to go

away with it” (1.4.58). This is followed by |lines of Mrcellus

which, if you accept the argunment |’ve been presenting so far,

are couched in | anguage whi ch underlines uncertainty and dubeity.
Look with what courteous action

It waves you to a nore renpved ground.
But do not go with it. (1.4.60-62)



?2Courteous” is nmatched with ?action”, that a nan, or a fornmer

man, m ght play, for who knows what end--a devilish tenpter,
perhaps, as Horatio suspects. Ophelia s |ater fragnmented gestures
are perhaps a response to a series of puzzling, false, and
m sl eadi ng physical actions in which she is engaged throughout
the play. Her fampbus report of Haml et’s appearance in her closet,
unbraced, ungartered, and the rest of it, is a set piece of
silent play-acting, seen at second hand, anbi guous and
di sturbing. Later she is posed as a silent nodel by her father,
and handed a prayer book as a prop and a notive. The prosy
noral i sing with which Pol onius follows underlines the falsity of
her position.

Ophelia, wal k you here. .o
Read on this book,

That show of such an exerci se may col or
Your loneliness. W are oft to blanme in this--

<Tis too nmuch prov’'d--that with devotion’s visage

And pious action we do sugar o’ er

The devil hinself. (3.1.42-48)

Ham et’s rejection of her in the scene that follows is frequently
pl ayed in the nodern theatre, at least, in revulsion at a pose he
ei ther suspects or sees directly through, ironically due to her
own | ack of conviction in the part she has been nmade to play.

To take ny remarks rather further | want to nove from Hanl et
to Ohello, a play witten and perfornmed sone years later, in the
early Jacobean period; it was played before the king at the
Whi t ehal | Banqueting House in early Novenber 1604. There is very

l[ittle to do with the theatre in hello, but its story turns on

deceit, and on a malicious deceiver, a master of seem ng honesty,



and committed, he tells his conpanion early in the play, to
?show’, invoking a famliar word in defining his conception of
integrity.

For when ny outward action does denonstrate

The native act and figure of ny heart

I n conpl ement extern, <tis not |ong after

But I will wear ny heart upon ny sleeve

For daws to peck at: | amnot what | am (1.1.61-65)
A final declaration which in theatrical as well as ontol ogica
terns is paradoxically intriguing. Though | say the play has
little overt theatrical reference, then, unlike Hamet, lago’ s
decl aration as a deceiver has a theatrical |ineage, going back to
the vice and sim |l ar quasi-denonic figures fromearlier English
drama; it also has a lateral relationship to contenporary conedy.
Ben Jonson’s Vol pone, of a couple of years later, acted by
Shakespeare’s troupe, al so explores the | egends of Venice, a
pl ace famed for its great wealth and sophistication, but also for

its trickery, deceit, and sexual licence, its ?spells and
nmedi ci nes bought of nount ebanks”, those theatrical performers.
lago al so enlists the hunour of conplicity, in the tradition of
Shakespeare’'s earlier R chard of G oucester, speaking directly to
t he audi ence about his manipul ations (?And what’s he then that
says | play the villain?” 2.3.336), a disarm ng engagenent with
an actor’s skill at assumng other identities, and pl easant shock

at the ease with which he can do so. If Ohello may be said to be
nmet at heatrical, then, it closely associates ?outward action” with

decei t.



The play is centrally about the reading and m sreadi ng of
wor ds, actions, and notives, and as |lago weaves his web one of

his instances of seemingly incrimnating evidence is that of
?gesture”, so nomnated in the play. In act four, lago arranges

things so that Gthello watches Cassio speak to lago about his
m stress Bianca, who then conveniently enters with the stol en
handkerchief, exhibit Ain lago’s case. W watch O hell o watch
the others, and hear himm sinterpret what is going on, as he has
been led to do by lago’s framng of the situation. Like so much
else in the play, the scene has a conmc structure. Its
propositions are preposterous, and it is in fact scored with
| aughter, fromthe unknowi ng Cassi o. As an overhearing scene, or
rat her a scene of supervision, in which one character secretly
wat ches others, it is sonething of a chestnut, set up by the
pri nci pal mani pul at or.
Do but encave yourself

And mark the fleers, the gibes, and notable scorns

That dwell in every region of his face,

For I will rmake himtell the tale anew

Where, how, how oft, how | ong ago, and when

He hath, and is again to cope your wfe.

| say, but mark his gesture. (4.1.81-87)
The pressure of the scene for thello, however, is that it

represents a di splaced version of an earlier scene of supervision

whi ch 1ago has suggested in response to G hello’ s earlier demand

for ?ocul ar proof” (3.3) of his wife’'s adultery.

Make me to see <t; or (at the least) so prove it
That the probation bear no hinge or |oop
To hang a doubt on (3. 3.364-6)
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| ago’ s consi dered response, as a professional in such matters, is
one of the rawest nonments of this disturbing play.

How satisfied, nmy |ord?
Wul d you, the supervisor, grossly gape on?
Behol d her topp’ d?
h. Deat h and dammation! O
ago. It were a tedious difficulty, | think,
To bring themto that prospect; dam themthen
| f ever nortal eyes do see them bol ster
More than their own. Wat then? How then?
What shall | say? Wiere’'s satisfaction?
It is inmpossible you should see this
Wre they as prinme as goats, as hot as nonkeys,
As salt as wolves in pride, and fools as gross
As ignorance nade drunk. But yet, | say,
| f inputation and strong circunstances
Which lead directly to the door of truth

W1l give you satisfaction, you may have <t. (3.3.394-408)

Q

Through insisting on the inpossibility of seeing the adulterous
copul ation--a thorough truth, we mght note, since it is an
i nvention--lago | oads O hell o s subsequent observation of Cassio,
in a scene carefully stage-nmanaged by lago, with a freight of
prej udi cal meani ng.
Here he cones.
Ent er CASSI O

As he shall smle, Ohello shall go nad;

And his unbooki sh jeal ousy nust conster

Poor Cassio’'s smles, gestures, and |ight behaviors

Quite in the wong. (4.1.99-103)

The decorum of the action here is of two soldiers joking about
light-hearted sexual adventures; Cassio’s ?gestures”, whatever
they are, suit lago’s ribbing himabout his entanglenent with
Bi anca, a worman they both treat as belonging to an entirely
different class and character from Desdenona. Cassio, in acting

out his story, engages lago in a denonstrated enbrace.
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| was the other day talking on the sea bank with certain
Venetians, and thither comes the bauble, and by this hand, falls
nme thus about ny neck- -
G h. Crying ?0 dear Cassio!” as it were; his gesture inports it.
Cas. So hangs, and lolls and weeps upon ne, so hales and pulls
me. Ha, ha hal
(4.1.133-40)

What gesture ?inports”, then, depends on the context of its

interpretation. The actor charged with performng Cassio in this
scene will suit his action to the word, that of a youngish man in
a confidential male exchange about sexual adventures, marked by
pl ayful ness, self-display, and a certain excited unease. An

audi ence can both observe the gesture as true and appropriate to
character and situation, and observe its sinultaneous

m sinterpretation, the ironic distance between the neani ng
intended by its perforner, and that read by its nost conmtted
observer. Cassio has been mani pul ated by lago into presenting
gesture as action that a man m ght play--he has in fact becone

| ago’ s player, though entirely w thout any awareness of being so,
in that lago has conditioned one crucial nenber of his audience
to a particular seeing. It is Ghello s nonocul ar vision, we

m ght say, which creates the disaster. Insufficiently aware of

t he anmbiguities of visual signs, and increasingly confined within
the perceptual prison lago creates for him he is unable to share
with a wider audience their reactions to what is seen and heard.
Ohello’s ironic isolation fromthe theatre audi ence’s know edge
is one source of the peculiar power of Shakespeare’'s tragedy, and

a central locus of that isolation lies in the reading of gesture.
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Mar ki ng Cassio’s gesture, lago inplies, involves not only
wat chi ng novenents of the |inbs, torso, angles of the head,
signals with hands and fingers, and so forth, but the finer
notions ?That dwell in every region of his face”. Faci al
expression is to be understood as included within the general

term ?gesture”, as, | think, it also is within its conmoner
conpani on, ?action”. Contenporary English terns for acting and

oratory generally lack a version of the third G ceronian term

2vul tus”, resolving thenselves to the Ham et fornula of action

and word, or, as it’s put in Love's Labour’s Lost in reference to

the lords instructing a page boy in a formal speech, ?Action and
accent did they teach himthere / <Thus nust thou speak,’ and

<thus thy body bear’” (5.2.99-100). Since Elizabethan

school masters knew and applied their G cero and Quintilian,
bearing the body in a speech involved appropriate facial

animation as nmuch as it did sawing the air with the hand. One
early Tudor manual that does distinguish ?De vultus et gestus
conposi tione” sounds, in speaking of facial changes, remarkably
i ke Ham et: ?Therefore take heed that the countenance be nade

conformabl e to the purpose: now with gravity, now cheerful, now

rough, now am abl e, shapen neet unto the matter (as | may say)
like a glove to the hand.” The word ?countenance”, al so used by
Ri chard Hooker, for exanple, nust count as the Tudor English
version of ?2vultus”. It is not conmonly distinguished with

reference to stage practice, and it has a rather odd etynol ogy; |
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don’t think it a particularly central termin the territory I’'m
exani ni ng.

The passage quoted in ny title, fromThe Wnter’s Tale, is

part of a report of an event the audi ence doesn’'t see, concerning
the reunion of King Leontes with Cam|lo, his former counsellor,
who si xteen years in the past, at the beginning of the play, has
saved Pol i xenes, King of Bohem a, from Leontes’ m sguided

j ealousy. Since that time Leontes’ guilt for his fal se accusation
has been denonstrated, his wife and children are apparently dead,
and as a consequence of his actions he has lived the life of a

penitent. The description of the neeting is as follows: ?They

seenid alnost, with staring on one another, to tear the cases of
their eyes. There was speech in their dunbness, |anguage in their
very gesture; they look’d as they had heard of a world ransomid,
or one destroy’d. A notable passion of wonder appear’d in them
but the w sest behol der, that knew no nore but seeing, could not
say if th’ inportance were joy or sorrow, but in the extremty of
the one it needs nust be” (5.2.11-19). Deep feeling, in other
words, is registered primarily in the face: the only gesture
specified here, in which there m ght be | anguage, is a mnutual
concentrated gaze. Not only that, but feeling of such depth and
conplexity--a mngling of sorrow, joy, regret, loyalty, pain,
relief, shanme, gratitude--is unlikely to be visually |egible

wi thout a context--narrative, as here--or that of acconpanying

di al ogue. Only rarely on the Shakespearean stage are characters

so noved as to be entirely deprived of speech; one such nonent,
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in fact, occurs in the final scene of The Wnter's Tale itself.

The report, | think, is not a result of Shakespeare’s m strust of
his fellows’ being able to achieve in front of an audi ence what
is described here--to enbody this action--so nmuch as that he has

a great deal to get on with, dramaturgically, at the end of the

play. If one plays this reunion live, largo affetuoso, one gives

away too much too soon. This reported reconciliation is a kind of
preparation for the remarkable final scene in which deep, conplex
enotion finds expression in physical gesture: concentrated

gazi ng, once nore, a nonent of extended silence, once nore

(having reveal ed the statue to Leontes with ?Behol d, and say <tis

wel |7 Paulina has to break the ensuing pause with “I |ike your
silence. It the nore shows off / Your wonder; but yet speak”
[5.3.20-22]), a change froma fixed pose to nobility, as Herm one
changes fromstatue to |iving wonman, and the sinple joining of
hands between w fe and husband.

The face is a central focus in this scene, as a fascinated
Leontes exam nes the inmage of his dead wife, inagining that the

fixed eye of a scul pture ?has notion in <t”, and as, when Paulina

surmons the nusic freeing Herm one fromher pose, the actor’s
face noves with the rest of the body. So facial expression in
Shakespeare’s plays generally receives verbal attention from
speakers. Though it has been clainmed, as may be partly true, that
many such passages are anplifications of expressions or
characteristics which either an audi ence may not be able to see

well inalarge or adimy lit theatre, or an actor readily able
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to produce at will--tears or blushes, for exanple--1 think that
on the whole such words are cues for reactive actions, or
t hensel ves reactive to action. Shakespeare’'s actors woul d have
made as rmuch of the interpersonal |anguage of gesture and
expression as they could: the face was, and remains, the centre
of the actor’s comuni cative nedium Actors’ faces, | think
coul d be seen reasonably well in the theatres of Shakespeare’s
ti me, whether outdoor or indoor. In the relatively |arge space of
the rebuilt G obe on nodern Banksi de the expression of actors
perform ng in daylight conditions can be seen quite clearly from
nost parts of the house; when the actors happen to be facing in
your direction, of course. In the less evenly |it indoor Tudor
and Stuart playing spaces audi ences were smaller and closer to
the stage; in either kind of venue perforners would have counted
on a full play of facial expression as part of their expressive
| anguage.

Theory of facial expression, as it were, is perhaps nost
mar ked in Macbeth, where Duncan is amazed to di scover he has been

betrayed by a man who gave no visual sign of treason. ?There’s no

art / To find the mnd s construction in the face: / He was [ he

says of the first Thane of Cawdor] a gentleman on whom | built /
An absolute trust” (1.4.11-14). H s successor, on the other hand,
has all too sensitive an outward register of his mnd, as his

wi fe thinks: ?Your face, ny thane, is as a book, where nen / My
read strange matters. To beguile the time / Look |ike the tineg;

bear wel come in your eye, / Your hand, your tongue [vultus, vita,
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vox, you may notice]; look like th” innocent flower, / But be the
serpent under <t” (1.5.61-66). There is an art, then, to hide the

m nd’ s construction through the construction of the face, so
long, at least, as the m nd remains strong enough to resist the
unease, guilt, and depression which m ght break down its

resol ution and control. The worman who gi ves the advi ce quoted
above will end up as the blank-eyed, haunted sl eepwal ker of act
five, in a scene which has a very precise track of physica
gesture.

The inmportance of facial gesture may be appreciated if we
nove fromtragedy, from which nmuch of ny evidence has so far been
drawn, and consider the acting of Shakespearean conedy,
conventionally taken up with the course of true |ove, though
frequently seen satirically. Love conventions on Shakespeare’s
stage may be well|l represented by Prospero’ s phrase about the

young pair he engineers into nmeeting in The Tenpest, towards the

end of the long second scene. ?At first sight,” he says of

M randa and Ferdi nand, ?They have chang d eyes.” These wonderf ul

lines, in which the word ?chang’ d” acts both as a verb

(exchanged: they both now see as the other does) and as an
adj ective (the way they see has been transforned), always ren nd

me of lines from anot her contenporary poet, those of John Donne

in ?The Extasie”: ?Qur eye-beanes twi sted, and did thred / CQur

eyes upon one double string.” Two people joined at the eyes,
unable to pull away, or break gaze. Stage |overs register

t hensel ves by the intensity and pal pable strength of their
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contact, eye to eye, across whatever distance may separate them
Such a sinple physical |aw governs the playing of both 2.2, the
orchard scene, and 3.5, the descent and farewell in the norning,

in Roneo and Juliet.

Scenes of wooing and flirtation, evidently, |eave the
pl ayers free to defer the nonment of changing eyes: offering,
wi t hol di ng, teasing, denying. There will be far nore gestural
activity, then, from Benedick and Beatrice than from Ferdi nand
and Mranda, frankly entranced with each other fromfirst sight.
The gestural ganes of wooing are subjected to situational parody
in a favourite Shakespearean notif: cross-dressed disguise. In As

You Like It Rosalind becones the pert boy tutor of her |over, but

in Twelfth Night, Viola, in the identity of Cesario, |ands the

j ob of go-between, and inadvertently becones the object of
Qivia s affections, finally to be conveniently replaced in them
by her twin brother. The farcical accidents of such a plot as,

particularly, that of Twelfth N ght m ght give the actors sone

latitude in holding the mrror up to nature, though the encounter
between the two | eading femal e characters is in fact
psychol ogically intense, and still extrenely demandi ng for nodern
perforners.

What difference the original conditions of performance may
have nmade to the effect of the scene seens not entirely clear to
nme. Since the Restoration two wonmen have played the rol es which

originally were taken by two boys--though I think the term ?boys”

needs some qualification. As long and taxing parts Viola and
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Aivia woul d have been assigned to the senior, experienced
apprentices of Shakespeare’s conpany, who were in their early
twenties by the tinme they conpleted their term However nuch

| ater puberty may generally have been in 1601 it was not a matter
of nore than a year or two, and it seens that specialists in the
senior female roles may well have had | arger physiques and broken
voi ces. Evidently individual appearance and vocal quality would
have fitted sone young nmen better than others to continue in
female roles until their third decade, but continue nany of them
did. The central point is that they were experienced and skilled
actors in the kinds of role in which they had apprenticed, and
they were performng within an accepted conventi on of
representation. The joke that the girl disguised as a boy is
actually a boy may not have had a great deal nore resonance than
that, in subsequent stage history, of seeing an adult fenale
actor dressed in male clothes. (In the nineteenth century
particularly Viola was a part to show off one’s |egs; sonme of the
posed phot ographs of Violas fromthis period verge on the risqué,
in contenporary terms.) Aivia s question of the strange youth,

?Are you a conedi an?”, on the other hand, is likely to have drawn

nore | aughter at the 3 obe than it generally does in contenporary
per f or mances.
But to return to the gestural demands of Shakespeare’s

witing. 1.5 of Twelfth Ni ght concludes with a two-handed

interview, the first nmeeting between AQivia and Orsino’ s new

page. After sone verbal sparring, in which Viola attenpts to
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sustain her role as a pert and witty youth, she persuades Aivia
to renmove the veil she has been wearing since her entry.
Henceforward they are, potentially, face to uncovered face, and
the formal admiration of AQivia s appearance is Viola s first

busi ness. Subtly, it is both formal conplinent (? n character”)

and frank femal e avowal --the kind of admiration only a woman can
make of another wonman’s beauty. The m xture, evidently, is an
unsettling one for its addressee: Cesario has a secret weapon of
synpat hy. As Cesario pleads his master’s case, using a fairly
conventional rhetoric of |ove poetry, the vox, inspired by
Viola’s owmn |love, has a tone Aivia has not heard before.

The scene, then, is one of some psychol ogi cal and physi cal
conplexity and wit. We watch the two principals watch each ot her;
one, we know, has a public and a private face; the other’s face
i s changing as she becones increasingly fascinated with her
interlocutor. Both are watching their cards in the conversational
contest; both are attenpting to maintain their public faces--
gentl eman’s page and great lady in famly nourning--and both are
wat chi ng and assessing the other when not being directly watched
inreturn. Viola, for exanple, is anxious about getting away with
it. The actual ways in which actors mght work all this out are
various: there is no one way of doing it. W can observe, for
i nstance, how | nobgen Stubbs and Hel ena Bonham Carter play it in
the filmof a few years ago, although of course filmcan cheat,
especially in scenes of close interaction, in a way that live

per f ormance cannot. My general point is that perforners are given
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a fairly precise general path governing their gesture w thin such
a scene.

The interchange al so has a nunber of retrospects. Once
Cesario |leaves, Aivia repeats sone of their dial ogue to herself,
and assesses her reactions:

How now?

Even so quickly may one catch the plague?

Met hinks | feel this youth’s perfections

Wth an invisible and subtle stealth

To creep in at m ne eyes. (1.5.294-8)

And havi ng despatched Malvolio to follow the recently departed
envoy, further reflection:

| do I know not what, and fear to find
M ne eye too great a flatterer for ny mnd. (1.5.308-09)

The rel ati onship between the eye and the nmind, a favourite focus
of Shakespearean conedy particularly, also is a principal cue to
t he perforner, who nust show the watching and the reaction to
what is seen. The focus of the face, and the face as a register
are principal gestural elenments of such comedy as that of 1.5 of

Twel fth Ni ght.

Two scenes |later Malvolio, charged with returning a ring,
catches up with Cesario. In weighing up what this fuss may be
about, Viola, left to herself, gives us her retrospect, and
simul taneously a newy enlightened rereading of the earlier
i ntervi ew.

| left noring with her. What neans this | ady?

Fortune forbid ny outside have not charm d her

She made good view of ne; indeed so much

That met hought her eyes had | ost her tongue
For she did speak in starts distractedly. (2.2.17-21)
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Here, in the last line, is a cue for the relationship between
action and word in the earlier scene, although once again its
enphasis in individual performances will vary. Viola's
realisation that “I amthe man”, played out over a further twenty
lines, itself calls for subtle vocal variation in relation to an
expressive | anguage of the face (covering, for exanple, shock,

synpat hy, and arusenent) as the ?poor nonster”, as she calls

hersel f, copes with her dilema. A careful performance will work
on our enotional synpathies even as it makes us |laugh at the
nmechani cal paradox of farce.

If 1.5 of Twelfth Night requires its perforners to work out

in detail its quite specific requirenents about mutual contact
and facial gesture, other internal indications are invitations to
virtuosity, one mght say. Though Ham et issues his fanbus

warning ?to let those that play your clowns speak no nore than is

set down for theni (my enphasis), he does not forbid physical
invention. Evidently the player of Falstaff, for exanple, takes
on a part in which physicality--that of a Rubens Silenus--is as
central as is verbal dexterity, and in which a bal ance nust be
found between energy and inventiveness on the one hand and wei ght

(?gravity”), awkwardness, and weakness on the other: ?an old fat

man, a tun of man”--a kind of wal king cartoon, a carnival giant,
with an enblematic significance as Gula, the enbodi nent of
gluttony and the excesses of the flesh. W in fact know sonet hi ng
of the actual physicality of one of the first players of Falstaff

(though not the first), John Lowin. He did not join Shakespeare’'s
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troupe until about 1603, in which year he was twenty-seven. He
continued acting into his seventies, and by the mddle of his
career he was playing |leading roles: he premered the part of

Bosola in Wbster’s The Duchess of Malfi in 1614, for exanple.

Lowin was a big man, though not, on the evidence, excessively
fat; probably, |ike many actors since, he padded up to play the
fat knight. Not only was he, like his fellows, a King's Man (a
Groom of the Chanber in Ordinary) in rank, but he also held the
court post of Groom Porter--probably a position held nostly
nom nally and honorifically, but in so far as it was practical
awar ded to people of nore than average size and strength; the
royal porters haul ed the king’ s household stuff fromplace to
pl ace. A portrait of Lowin at the age of sixty-four is one of the
very few good and attested paintings of English actors from
before the Restoration. (In the talk a slide of the original, in
t he Ashnol ean Museum Oxford, was shown.) In the picture we see
the face of a renowned performer of Falstaff in the 1620s and
1630s. The sitter not dressed for the stage, but as a
respect abl e, prosperous, and well-established citizen of London.
The face and the manner, however, have a kind of weather-beaten
trucul ence that one can inmagine Lowin putting to use in his art.
As a representation of gesture, right hand grasping the edge
of the cloak in a manner at once aggressive and defensive, the
portrait mght be read as suggesting something about i ndividual
character, or about actors, those secretive, exhibitionist

people. It mght also be taken, in its period, however, as sinply
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a representational mannerism the display of the hand was a
popul ar notif of portraiture from Van Dyck onwards. One m ght
conpare the Lowin picture with another of roughly the sane date,
showi ng the actor Richard Perkins towards the end of his life, in
his late sixties. (Slide shown; original in the Dulwich Picture
Gal l ery, London.) Perkins has a far nore handsone, sensitive face
than Lowin’s, with large, liquid eyes; he has an el egant hand,
with long fingers, held in a nore rel axed pose than Lowin’s, over
the breast. Perkins’s el egance and sensitivity in the picture my
be a little msleading about his stage career. \Were we can read
a match between Lowin’s bluff exterior and the parts we know him
to have played--apart from Fal staff and Bosol a al so Vol pone, Sir
Epi cure Mammon, Henry VIII1 in Shakespeare and Fl etcher’s play,

Domitian in The Roman Actor, inter alia--Perkins too played at

| east two outstanding stage villains. He was in all |ikelihood

the first Flam neo in The Wite Devil by John Wbster, and he was

a successful Barabas in a 1630s revival of Marlowe's The Jew of

Mal t a.

In his portrait it is Perkins's left hand rather than his
right which is chosen for display: his favoured hand in life and
on the stage, perhaps. But the pose itself, the cut of the
figure’s hair and beard, and even the rather nelancholy nmanner
are attributes of a style, specifically Royalist, and thus in the
| ate 1640s, when the picture was nade, declaring a political
affinity--if made after early 1649, in fact, even a kind of

menori al painting. Perkins ended his career as a nenber of the
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conpany of Queen Henrietta, consort of the executed nonarch. The
great nodels for such paintings as that of Perkins were Van
Dyck’s portraits of Charles | nmade between 1632 and 1638.
Particularly the triple portrait of Charles, showi ng his head
fromthree angles, and nade for Bernini as a study for a

scul ptured bust, shows both a right and a | eft hand displayed in
distinct parts of the entire conposition.

Poses and gestures in portraits follow contenporary fashions
and i conographic habits, and even if we had nore pictures of
actors from Shakespeare’s tinme they mght not tell us a great
deal nore about the ways in which such bodies and faces as they
di spl ay were enpl oyed on the stage. Faces and hands were
princi pal gestural mnmedia of such nen as Lowin and Perkins, but in
their pictures they are not posed chiefly to show their
attributes as actors. A certain physical fluidity and
adaptability, matching simlar vocal capability, were, in very
general ternms, the desiderata of contenporary perfornmers. Thomas
Heywood, |i ke Shakespeare an actor and sharer in a playing
conpany as well as a prolific playwight, begins with physical
appear ance and character--"Actors should be nmen pick d out
per sonabl e, according to the parts they present”--and proceeds
next to voice, stressing both natural vocal power, or enough
natural power to be capable of training, and the inportance of

under standi ng to govern nodul ati on, enphasis, and stress; ?but

where a good tongue & a good conceit both faile, there can never
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be good actor.” ?Conceit”, you will remenber, is a word at the
centre of Haml et’s understandi ng of the actor’s power.

In returning to the internal indications of the plays
t hensel ves, |l et nme consider the way in which ?conceit”, inits
sevent eent h-century sense, governs gesture in places which
earlier called invitations to virtuosity. One such is to be found

in Twelfth Night. Malvolio, the solemm, authoritarian steward of

Aivia s household, beconmes the target of festival revenge,
hum |'i ated by being fooled into exposing hinmself as an absurd

| overs. The falstaffian forces of the play, as it were--those
representing feast and holiday--trap himinto believing a forged
letter, a rather oblique declaration of |ove, as he thinks, from
his aristocratic mstress. The scene of the letter’s discovery,
and of the observation by Toby, Andrew, and the rest of

Mal volio's taking the bait is justly famous; it is a variation on
a type of situation Shakespeare uses in another way in Qthello.
Mal volio's letter contains a nunber of outrageous instructions to
be used as secret signs of understanding, sone agreeing with his

inclinations as we have seen themso far (?Be opposite with a

kinsman, surly with servants; let thy tongue tang argunents of
state” 2.5.149-51), and sonme not, including the absurd itens of
war drobe in which he | ater appears. The cruellest twi st comes in

the postscript: ?2I1f thou entertain’ st nmy love, let it appear in

thy smling; thy smles becone thee well. Therefore in ny
presence still smle, dear ny sweet, | prithee.’” Jove, | thank

thee. I will smle, | will do every thing that thou wilt have



26

me.” (2.5.175-9). Here, suddenly, is a physical focus for the

entire part. Malvolio never smles; ?He is sad and civil,” divia
says of him shortly before he reveals his transfornmed self to
her. The effort of smling, then, and to continue smling, is the
opportunity for a masterpiece of comc facial gesture--what
contenporary ltalian actors mght have called a |lazzo. The actor
wrenches the character’s face into a position it has never

spont aneously known, and the result is sonme kind of grotesque
rictus: a smle without a smling conceit behind it, one could
say. There is no one way of doing this-- it is an invitation to
the actor’s physical inventiveness and creative wit. Those of you
who have seen phot ographs of Laurence Aivier playing the part in
1955 will not forget the spectacle of that remarkably nobile face
twisted into an absurd rabbit-like |leer, teeth bared and eyes
poppi ng. A piece of physical clowing is witten in to
Shakespeare’s text, and it is absolutely required that the actor

respond. ?God confort thee! Wiy dost thou smle so, and kiss thy

hand so oft?” (Qivia, 3.4.32-33). W might remark that the man
who teaches hinself to smle never gets beyond the prelimnaries.
Laughter, rather than revenge, Fabi an says towards the end,
should mark the resolution of the confusions and deceits which
have run their course during the play. Ml volio makes his own
choice clear with a verbal gesture of refusal: “1'I|l be reveng' d
on the whol e pack of you” (5.1.378). The possibility of a grim
sneer marking these words is worth thinking about. The ghost of a

sm | e.
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In the suiting of action to word the evolving style of
dramatic witing had evidently given players greater freedom by
1616 than they had had in 1564--the two ends of Shakespeare’s
lifetime. If one considers what action and gesture m ght be
possi bl e in Gorboduc, the bl ank-verse tragedy acted in the |nner
Tenpl e and at Wiitehall before the queen early in 1562, one
realises that for the actor--and one should say, in this
i nstance, not the professional actor, since the perfornmers were
gentl emen | awyers--that for the actor faced with | ong speeches
and declarations the challenge is first and forenost that of vox:
how to keep the rhetoric al oft, connected, and conpelling. The
play is not witten in anything approachi ng naturalisn-novenent,
gesture, and facial expression are seldomindicated or required
by context--and the words of the play are at a | ong renove from
lived experience. If one is charged with suiting the action to
the word, in this case, the best one can hope for is that
skil | ful nodul ati on keeps the audi ence |listening, since, apart
fromthe dumb shows which serve as prol ogues to each act, there
is very little for themto watch

When Shakespeare wants to separate off acting within his
plays as a different perceptual realm-as in Hamet, as in the

Henry 1V plays, and as in the relatively early Love's Labour’s

Lost and A M dsumrer Ni ght’s Dreant-he consistently gives his

actors or fans of acting the ancient, rusty, inflexible
rhetorical styles with which to work: ?Ercles’ vein, a tyrant’s

vein’. Theatre within theatre, in Shakespeare, is sonething that
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i s hopel essly out of date, reeking of nothballs at best, and
m metically ludicrous at worst--the Nine Wirthies and the play of

Pyranmus and Thisbe. (There is, one m ght say, a Prospero conpl ex

at work. ?Dost thou forget / fromwhat a tornent | did free
thee?” 2?21t was mine art / When | arriv'd and heard thee, that

made gape / The pine, and let thee out.”) The only professionals
engaged in such on-stage theatre--those in Ham et--after all the
advi ce they receive about not overstepping the nodesty of nature,
suiting the action to the word, holding the mrror up to nature,
and so on, are stuck with a wordy, cunbersone piece in rhyned
verse, always a potentially bathetic, broken-backed style, which
is full of Polonian wi se saws and commonpl aces. It is,
unsurprisingly, conmmonly cut fairly drastically in nodern
production. The player’s speech about Troy, by contrast, is
witten in a freer blank verse, if with a rather out-of-date

el aboration in its vocabulary and senmantic structure, but it does
invite action: certainly facial expression to nmatch content
(which inpresses Hamet), and a certain indicative gesture with
head, torso, and arns as te narrator retells the story of the

ni ght of invasion and nassacre. The nood is tense, wought,

latent with threat, appalled, and sorrowful as the various stages
of the story unfold. Polonius’s conplaint that ?This is too | ong”
seens far less justified than Gertrude’s quasi-di screet reaction

to The Mousetrap: ?The |lady doth protest too rmuch, nethinks.” As

for the frankly ludicrous theatricals in the early plays the
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targets are, after all, enthusiastic amateurs whose anbitions
exceed their skill, and whose texts are how ingly bad.

The acting style of Shakespeare’s fell ows changed, and
continued to change, in its balance of expressive elenments and in

its ideas of the ?natural”. Shakespearean styles of witing were

wi dely copied by his successors as dramatists, while his own

pl ays--nmany of them at |east--continued to be acted until the
civil wars closed the theatres for eighteen years. John Low n,
according to a later |egend, was given his instructions in first
pl aying the part of Henry VIII by Shakespeare hinself. Lowi n was
acting as late as 1648, surreptitiously and illegally by then.
Lowin is supposed to have passed Shakespeare’s pointers on to Sir
W1 liam Davenant, who then gave themto Thonas Betterton, |eading
actor in the part after 1660. This may be one of those stories,
of course, but there were continuities in tradition. Several
peopl e who worked with Shakespeare trai ned apprentices who | ater
rejoined the Restoration acting profession. Wiat Shakespeare
himsel f did, nore fully and conpletely than any dramati st before
him was to wite in a manner alert to all the expressive power
of performance; he is a gestural witer, rarely forgetting the
continuous |line of physical presence that every perforner nust
sustain. As | have tried to ondicate in the range of exanples I
have given, he leads and directs the actor’s gesture through the
logic of the text. His words are instinct with action; the work

of the rehearsal hall, and the pleasure of watching new
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performances of his plays, is to discover that connection once

agai n.



