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AND SEEN AS MODERN T
Lady Macbeth a Politician's Wife, Rosalind the

Alert, Up-to-Date Girl
Written for The New York Times

By Viola Allen.
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Viola. A-llen. as "Imogen"
"/four much more modern, th&n Plana
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AS in the midst of a season of hard
work?presenting one Shakespear-
ean play and rehearsing another?I

obediently sit down to comply with
the request of The New York Times to
write something about Shakespeare, 1 am
at once struck with a sense of the futility

of my undertaking such a task. Certainly
everything has been said before, said ex-
actly and authoritatively, said by scholars
who have devoted their lives to the study

of Shakespeare's works.
There are so many volumes dealing with

Shakespeare himself and with various as-
pects of his genius. If merely the English

books of Shakespearean criticism and in-
tepretatlon were brought together the col-
lection would fill, I suppose, a large part
of the New York Public Library. And the
books about Shakespeare written in the

language which Shakespeare glorified are
only a small fraction of the whole mass of
Shakespearean criticism. Think of the
German commentators on England's great-
est writer?those erudite and painstaking
men, with their meticulous observation of

the most infinitesimal details of spelling
and punctuation! Think of the French
savants who have through the centuries
turned upon Shakespeare the light of their
understanding! Think even of the Oriental
students of Shakespeare?especially of the
wise men of India who have found in
Shakespeare some strange reflections of
their own philosophy! Ido not think that
there is a written language without its
many volumes of Shakespearean commen-
tary, most of it written by those who have

made the study of Shakespeare their life-
work. And with all this literature in ex-
istence, you expect a rather harassed
player to write you something new about
the world's famous author!

At first thought it would seem that one ,
actively engaged in an effort to interpret
Shakespearean rfiles might be able to give
something interestingly personal about the
greatest of dramatists, that she might be

9ble to tell of her own reactions to the
mighty poetry which it is her high privi-
lege to utter. And yet perhaps my pres-

ent occupation, putting, as it does, a sort
of Shakespearean obsession upon me, real-
ly hinders rather than fosters the sort of
revelation that you desire. lam too close
to Shakespeare to write about him. One
cannot describe emotional or intellectual
reactions while experiencing them. Poetry,
you know, is emotion remembered in tran-
quillity.and the emotional?I may say the
spiritual- experience of acting Shakespear-
ean rOles just now fills my life so com-
pletely that I cannot, in my moments of
tranquillity, remember it so as to write
about it either good poetry or good prose.

When I am a very old woman, and have
not spoken a line of Shakespeare for twen-
ty years?then I shall be able, if The New
York Times asks me. to tell just how an
actress feels when she is speaking the
lines of the greatest dramatist that ever
lived.

But there is one thought which is of in-

In most plays in blank verse one feels the
artificiality of the thing. It may be great
poetry, but it is not, as a rule, convincing
on the stage today. It is only in Shake-
speare that we find poetry used naturally,
used inevitably, as a dramatic instrument.

Why is this? Some critics, far more
competent to judge than I am, would say
that it is because Shakespeare is, first of
all, a poet. And yet when we consider the
magic art of his plays, the craftsmanship
which seems unapproachably great, we are
sure that, above everything else, he was
a dramatist. Perhaps the explanation of
it all is in the fact that Shakespeare was
a genius. I honestly believe that poetry
handicaps a dramatist who is not a genius.

The women of Shakespeare, indeed, all
the characters of Shakespeare, belong to
our day and generation as do those of no
other writer. They were not confined,
they are not confined, by geographical or
temporal boundaries. How much more
modern are Portia anad Lady Macbeth and
Rosalind?yes, and Juliet herself?than
Diana Vernon or Little Nell or Amelia
Sedley or any other women who live in
the pages of Sir Walter Scott and Dickens
and Thackeray. Shakespeare wrote of our
generation?l suppose it is because he
wrote of all generations, of the enduring
qualities of heart and mind and soul that
change not with the swift years.

It is not only the endurance of charac-
ters in Shakespeare that is remarkable;
there is also the endurance of idea and
there is also the endurance of phrase. The
quotations, the proverbs, the inevitable ex-
pressions of generally held ideas which
Shakespeare has added to our language,
seem to exceed in number all those added
by other writers. There is no one who
can read and write who has not his
Shakespearean phrases, used not to display
his erudition, but because Shakespeare
gave to the idea the phrasing which in-
evitably belongs to it.

And yet Shakespeare's greatness remains
even when the peculiarly great beauty of
phrasing is gone. He is one of the very
few dramatists to endure translation and
to be as effective in foreign languages as
in that in which he wrote. In fact, some
of Shakespeare's plays are more popular

-in foreign countries than they are in Eng-
land and America. " Macbeth," for example,
has never, to my knowledge, been ,played
for as long a run in England or America,
but it ran to crowded house? three years
ago in Paris for many weeks. And in all
the capitals of Europe Shakespeare's plays
are received with an enthusiasm as great
as that shown in his own country, or even
greater.

There seems to be such inexhaustible
beauty in his work that the taking away
of the beauty of language by translation
does not lessen the charm. And this
brings me back to what I said before, antl
what doubtless many hundreds of people
have said, that Shakespeare cannot be ex-
plained?because he is a manifestation of
he miracle of genius.
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terest to me, at anyfrate, and I hope that
so much has not been written about it al-
ready as to make it a ridiculous subject
for me to treat. And that thought is the
enduring vitality of Shakespeare's women.

I do not mean so much that Shake-
speare's women endure because they are
the creations of genius. There are many
figures in literature that have that sort of
immortality. What I refer to is the fact
that Shakespeare's women endure not only
as great poetic creations, and therefore pe-
culiar to no one age and to no one land,
but also as types, portrayed with extraor-
dinary prophetic power, and recognizable
about us every day. Shakespeare's hero-
ines, Shakespeare's evil women, even
Shakespeare's minor female characters, are
about us here in New York all the while,
and in London and Paris and all the cities
of the civilized world.

I do not think that this is true of the
women of any other writer. Congreve's
women, Sheridan's women?they belong to
the centuries of their authors. The dra-
matist's art makes it possible for us to see
them as they were, but we feel that they
are creatures of an a°-e in which people
thought and lived differently from the
way in which they think and live today.
They are distinctly of their own period,
and of no other.

But Shakespeare's women are so aston-
ishingly contemporary! Where did he get
his intimate and extensive knowledge of
twentieth-century womanhood? Take Por-
tia, for example. Her contemporariness,
so to speak, does not depend upon the
fact that she became, for a glorious time,
a lawyer, and successfully defended a dif-
ficult case. It was not so extraordinary

for Shakespeare to have anticipated the
idea of the woman lawyer. But it was ex-
traordinary for him to have anticipated
Portia?for him to have created so dis-
tinctly modern a type, as we would say.
Portia's acumen, her firm purpose, and,
above all, her resolute courage and amazing
resourcefulness, are qualities which seem
to us peculiarly up to date, as the phras*
goes. We are accustomed?perhaps it is
our conceit that is to blame?to think that
such qualities as Portia shows belong to
the women of our generation. And, in-
deed, I do not think that this is altogether
conceit; it is certainly true that Portia
belongs more to our time than to that in
which she lived. If I had to select from
all literature, including the novels written
in our own time, the character most thor-
oughly representative of what is best in

And ihp potentialities of energy, will,
am] am 1 .lion evident in the wives, of our
polltl- al lenders indicate their kinship with
Lady Macbeth. She is not exactly a cari-
cature of them; she might be called a
highly intensified composite portrait of
their natures.

Lady Macbeth has been much maligned.
There are so many things that we must
take into consideration in trying to form a
just estimate of her character. There is
the matter of attitudes toward murder, for
example. Ethical points of view are not
invariable; they change with the passing
of the years; they differ among the various
races. And in eleventh-century Scotland
murder was not?according to the collect-
ive conscience of the people?the enormity
that it is in twentieth-century America.

And then there is the much-discussed
subject of the degree of Lady Macbeth's
culpability. Of course, we find it almost
impossible to forgive any one who has de-
liberately planned a murder. But did Lady
Macbeth deliberately plan the murder of
Duncan? Was she not merely more ready
to decide on his removal as necessary
to her husband's plan? Everything she
<Jid, you know, she did for her husband's
sake, and not for her own. Certainly he
suggested the death of Duncan. And
her tenacity of purpose?evil though that
purpose was?her resolute fidelity to the
plan which she thought was in her hus-
band's best behalf, has something about it
that is distinctly feminine, and, in spite of
the perverted morals of the idea, almost
admirable.

All this, I suppose, has been said before.
But now that I am launched I must reck-
lessly continue, regardless of the fact that
I can have little that is new or interest-
ing to say. And I want to mention the
fact?for which I can give absolutely no
adequate explanation?that in acting
Shakespearean rGles I always feel that the
poetic passages are more convincing than
the prose passages.
I don't know why this is. Theoretical-

ly, the prose lines, the passages in which
the language of ordinary human inter-
course is used, should have the greater
actuality. But this is not the case. T

think every actor feels the reality of the
blank verse, and knows that the audience
feels it. The actor is not reciting a poem*
lie is interpreting a part, and the things
lie says are not artificial creations, but
authentic utterances, the expression of
genuine emotion and thought.

This is not true of other poetic drama.

The Spirit of Shakespeare From Theßosciad "To Shakespeare"
I.

THY greatest knew thee. Mother Earth;
unsour'd

He knew thy sons. He prob'd from
hell to hell

Of human passions, but of love deflower'd
His wisdom was not, for he knew thee well.

Thence came the honey'd corner at his lips,

The conquering smile wherein his spirit
sails

Calm as the God who the white sea-wave
whips,

Yet full of speech and intershifting tales,
Close mirrors of us: thence had he the

laugh
We feel is thine; broad as ten thousand

beeves
At pasture! thence thy songs, that winnow

chaff
From grain, bid sick Philosophy's last

leaves

Whirl, if they have no response?they en-
forced

To fatten Earth when from her soul di-
vorced,

11.
How smiles he at a generation rank'd
In gloomy noddings over life! They pass.
Not he to feed upon a breast unthank'd,
Or eye a beauteous face in a crack'd glass.
But he can spy that little twist of brain
Which mov'd some weighty leader of the

blind,
Unwitting 'twas the goad of personal pain,
To view in curs'd eclipse our mother's mind.
And show us of some rigid harridan
The wretched bondmen till theyend of time.
O liv'd the Master now to paint us Man,
That little twist of brain would ring a

chime
Of whence it came and what it caus'd, to

start
Thunders of laughter, clearing air and

heart. ?George Meredith.
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modern womanhood, I should without hesU
tation name Portia. None of the brilliant
novelists who are devoting their energies
to the task of interpreting what they call
the new spirit of woman has been able
to approach the portrait of the modern
woman's soul that Shakespeare drew three
centuries ago.

And there is Rosalind?how contem-
porary she is! She did not fold her hands
and await the pleasure of circumstances.
She was no Patient Grizel, virtuous only
in compliance. She was that modern type,
the woman of direct, brave, and intelligent
action. She did not hesitate to put on a
disguise and take desperate chances to ac-
complish her purpose. In putting on a

disguise to discover what she desired to
discover she showed knowledge of the
strange, and perhaps unpleasant, fact that
by deceit one may sometimes most effect-
ually reach the truth.

Lady Macbeth has, of course, always
been taken as the type of the scheming
woman, the woman viciously ambitious and
selfishly cruel. But that is not what
she represents to me. What she repre-
sents to me is the modern politician's wife.
I do not mean that the wives of the men
who administer the affairs of our country
are murderesses, but being a murderess
was not Lady Macbeth's chief business,
after all; it was one of the tragic acci-
dents of her career.

IN the first seat, in robe of various dyes,

A noble wildness flashing from his
eyes,

vSat Shakespeare.?ln one hand a wand he
bore,

For mighty wonders famed in days of yore;
The other held a globe, which to his will
* >bedient turn'd, and own'd the master's

skill:
Things of the noblest kind his genius drew,
And look'd throughNature at asingle view:

A loose he gave to his unbounded soul,

And *aught new lands to rise, new seas to
roll,

<'aH'd into being scenes unknown before,

And passing Nature's bounds, was some'

thing more. ?Churchill.

fpHE soul of man is larger than the sky,
Deeper than ocean, or the abysmal

dark
Of the unfathomed centre. Like that ark.
Which in its sacred hold uplifted high,
O'er the drowned hills, the human family,

And stock reserved of every living kind,
So, in the compass of the single mind,
The seeds and pregnant forms in essence

lie.
That make all worlds. Great poet, 'twas

thy art
To know thyself, and in thyself to be
Whate'er love, hate, ambition, destiny,

Or the firm fatal purpose of the heart
Can make of man. Yet thou wert still

the same,
Serene of thought, unhurt by thy own

flame. ?Hartley Coleridge.


