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Welcome to the 2010–2011 Shakespeare Theatre Company’s Guide to 
the Season’s Plays. This season is best described as a season of answered 

prayers. Because of this, I consider the Guide to be one of the season’s 

most important missives. 

All’s Well That Ends Well is one of Artistic Director Michael Kahn’s 

favorite plays. It is easy to understand why. Witty and poignant, All’s 
Well That Ends Well features the unfortunate Helena and the feckless Bertram tramping 

through the lessons of adolescence as they grow into maturity. The lovers scheme 

and struggle against the background of a desperate world in need of healing. We 

last produced this heart-warming play in 1988 and our subscribers have been hoping 

for a return. This beloved example of Shakespeare’s artistry will set the stage for an 

emotionally and intellectually captivating season. 

This season Michael conquers the long-awaited challenge of musical theatre with a 

delightful and provocative production of Candide. This production marks the sought-

after return of Mary Zimmerman, whose previous productions of Pericles and Argonautika 
left audiences spellbound. Candide made an indelible mark when it first debuted. The 

combination of Voltaire’s satire and Leonard Bernstein’s score provides audiences with 

memorable tunes and twists that will leave them giddy.

Few plays have been more eagerly anticipated by our audiences than Shakespeare’s 

Cymbeline, which we present for the first time this season. Michael has been waiting for 

just the right director, and after her beloved productions of The Taming of the Shrew and 

Twelfth Night, Rebecca Bayla Taichman emerged as the clear choice for this romantic and 

raucous adventure. The play features unlikely and unforgettable characters, which, when 

combined with Rebecca’s unique voice will produce a Cymbeline of youthful vibrancy and 

deep emotion. I am sure this production will infuse you with a new-found affection for 

this rarely-produced gem. 

Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband is a magnificent journey through the schemes, secrets and 

society of Victorian England, featuring characters like Mrs. Cheveley, who slashes through 

the prejudices of the Chiltern household in her quest for profit and power. Director  

Keith Baxter, a master of verbal jousting, returns to helm Wilde’s sparkling sword-play  

of language. After watching Keith’s work come to life in the recent production of  

Mrs. Warren’s Profession, I look forward to experiencing his take on Wilde’s classic. He has an 

unmatched skill that brings together the smart and the stylish in Wilde’s wonderful world 

of subterfuge. 

Michael’s production of Harold Pinter’s Old Times is a unique addition to an already 

remarkable season, and one that will have audiences praying for more from this Nobel 

Prize-winning playwright. Blink and you might miss an epiphany. Pause and you’ll 

sense an entire lifetime. Audiences will encounter the elusive and illuminating world of 

Pinter’s trio of rivals, lovers and friends. The playwright’s sensitivity is a perfect match for 

Michael’s craftsmanship. I know that it will be a production of profound significance that 

strikes at the foundation of our core beliefs and senses of identity.

Director Ethan McSweeny’s inventive approach on his recent productions of Ion and Major 
Barbara reintroduced audiences to these fabulous and funny plays. With The Merchant of 
Venice his intention will be similar—to create the feeling that audiences are experiencing 

the play for the first time—despite being one of Shakespeare’s most widely studied 

and seen texts. Ethan is ferocious in his attention to detail. Even though the story and 

characters will remain intact, I can’t say the same about our perceptions of ourselves and 

each other after experiencing Shakespeare’s searing examination of human nature.

The Shakespeare Theatre Company continues its acclaimed Creative Conversations series 

including Windows, Post Performance, Divining Shakespeare and Classics in Context. 

We always have a lot to discuss and your feedback is our favorite form of applause. I look 

forward to meeting you throughout the year at the theatre.

Best wishes for a great season, on behalf of the Education Department at the Shakespeare 

Theatre Company.

Sincerely,

Gregory Smith

Director of Education

A Journey Through the Classics



All conversations are FREE and open to the public!

CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS
FOR THE 2010–2011 SEASON  

Windows
On the cusp of each Opening Night, hear the director or assistant 
director introduce the play in conversation with a scholar. All 
Windows occur at 5 p.m. in The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall.

• All’s Well That Ends Well: Sunday, September 12, 2010

• Candide: Sunday, December 5, 2010

• Cymbeline: Sunday, January 23, 2011

• An Ideal Husband: Sunday, March 13, 2011

• Old Times: Sunday, May 22, 2011

• The Merchant of Venice: Sunday, June 26, 2011

Divining Shakespeare
Join Reverend Roger Ferlo from the Virginia Theological Society 
and STC Literary Manager Akiva Fox for pre-performance 
discussions from a theological perspective. All Divining Shakespeare 
conversations occur at 5 p.m. in The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall.

• Candide: Wednesday, December 8, 2010

• Cymbeline: Wednesday, March 2, 2011

• The Merchant of Venice: Wednesday, June 29, 2011

Post-Performance Discussions
Members of the acting company return to the stage to discuss the 
play immediately following the performance.

• All’s Well That Ends Well: Wednesday, September 15, 2010

• Candide: Wednesday, December 8, 2010

• Cymbeline: Wednesday, January 26, 2011

• An Ideal Husband: Wednesday, March 23, 2011

• Old Times: Wednesday, May 25, 2011

• The Merchant of Venice: Wednesday, June 29, 2011

Classics in Context
The tables are turned and the audience engages in dialogue with 
noted community members in a round-table discussion with Director 
of Education Gregory Smith. All Classics in Context occur at 5 p.m. in 
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall.

• All’s Well That Ends Well: Saturday, October 16, 2010

• Candide: Saturday, January 28, 2011

• Cymbeline: Saturday, March 26, 2011

• An Ideal Husband: Saturday, April 2, 2011

• Old Times: Saturday, June 25, 2011

• The Merchant of Venice: Saturday, July 16, 2011

Photo of director Keith Baxter by Kevin Allen.



We hope you enjoy some of our  
core Education offerings:

For Adults
• Discussion Series

• Guide to the Season’s Plays
• Happenings at the Harman

• Master Acting Classes

• Professional Internships and Fellowships

• Volunteer Opportunities

• Acting for Business Professionals

• Symposiums 

For Youth and Families
• Camp Shakespeare

• Master Acting Classes—For Youth

• Tours of Sidney Harman Hall

• Youth and Family Series

For Educators
• Professional Development

• Classics in the Classroom

• First Folio—Teacher Curriculum

• Guide to the Season’s Plays
• Theatre History Initiative

For Schools and Communities
• Re:Act—Residency Program

• SHAKESPEARIENCE—Student Matinee Series

• Text Alive! 

• ShakesPEERS

The Education Department of the Shakespeare 

Theatre Company seeks to illuminate the 

human condition through the lens of classic 

text. We strive to provide opportunities for 

our audiences to connect the thoughts and 

ideas of playwrights from past generations 

to the challenges facing a modern society. 

Our programs are grounded in a foundation 

of craftsmanship, relevancy, critical thinking 

and access; the work is process-oriented 

but predicated on the notion that classic 

text, especially Shakespeare, was meant 

to be performed. This process of theatrical 

exploration celebrates command of text, use 

of imagination, creation of character and 

physicalization of language. By exploring 

theatre technique, learners are equipped with 

the tools to interpret the narrative.

We have developed a vast array of 

programming for learners from first grade 

through adulthood. Whether you are a 

classroom teacher, parent, theatre professional, 

avid theatergoer or someone who is new to 

classic theatre, there is an opportunity to fulfill 

your interest and needs.  

This season we are developing even more 

chances for thought-provoking intersections 

between our education programming and the 

incredible work of our mainstage productions. 

We are committed to providing challenging and 

high-quality learning opportunities that meet 

you where you are and enable you to continue 

on your journey as a life-long learner.

EDUCATION

To learn more about education programs at the Shakespeare  
Theatre Company, call the Education Department at 202.547.5688  
or visit our website at ShakespeareTheatre.org/Education.
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THE MAGIC  
OF THEATRE 
Demystifying the Themes in the 2010–2011 Season 
by David Bevington

No group of six plays could better hope to 

put on display the special magic of theatre 

than this upcoming season, blending and 

juxtaposing as it does three Shakespeare 

plays (two of them less well known) with 

three more recent theatrical sensations. If 

we compare the three Shakespeare plays 

with the more recent ones, we can perhaps 

see some ways in which Shakespeare’s 

superb handling of theatrical illusion and 

self-awareness is reborn in the theatre of 

the last 120 years. 

The stage trickery of The Merchant of 
Venice centers on Portia, the heroine, who 

disguises herself as a young man—as do 

many of Shakespeare’s romantic heroines. 

The device is all the more metatheatrical 

in that female roles were played by pre-

adolescent boy actors in Shakespeare’s day. 

Portia chooses to disguise herself as male 

in order to present herself as a learned 

lawyer in the trial of her new husband’s 

dearest friend, Antonio, whose life stands 

forfeit to Shylock, the Jewish moneylender 

of Venice. When Shylock insists on the 

literal enforcement of his bond, obliging 

Antonio to yield up a pound of his flesh 

when the due date for repayment of a loan 

has passed, the men of Venice seem unable 

to help. Only the jaunty Portia, renamed 

Balthasar for the nonce, can manage to 

outmaneuver Shylock by interpreting the 

law as granting Shylock no more than a 

pound of flesh—not a drop of blood with it, 

and no more or less than an exact pound. 

Her sly legalisms and harsh treatment of 

Shylock are ethically troubling. 

When Shylock is baffled by these stringent 

requirements and agrees to settle instead 

for the return of the money he has lent, 

Portia/Balthasar pursues him still more 

relentlessly with a Venetian law specifying 

that any alien who conspires against the 

law of a Venetian citizen is to suffer the 

seizure of his entire estate, and his life to 

boot, unless the Duke grants mercy. Portia 

has won handily, albeit in a way that 

puzzles modern audiences, especially with 

the sly legalism she has employed and the 

harshness to which the Jew is subjected, 

including a requirement that he convert to 

Christianity. Portia’s merriment in Act Five 

is less ethically troubling, but no less a 

product of her theatrical skill in deceptive 

appearances: having taken her husband 

Bassanio’s wedding ring as a reward for 

her lawyerly expertise, Portia now, in her 

own person, confronts Bassanio with 

his apparent breaking of his solemn 

commitment to keep the ring forever 

as a token of his marriage vows. Portia 

even swears that she will sleep with 

that ‘Bellario’ to whom the ring was 

given. Since Portia and Bellario are of 

course the same person, a theatrical 

discovery at the end of the play 

dissolves all the difficulties. Portia 

is thus the magician and stage 

manager of her play. Presto-chango, the 

illusion is dispelled and all ends happily. 

Rings are again crucial elements in the 

disguise plot of All’s Well That Ends Well. 
This time the plucky heroine is Helena, 

the daughter of a physician endowed 

with almost magical powers of healing. 

Helena, being of much lower social station 

than the young man she adores, Count 

Bertram of Rossillion, resorts to trickery. 

She uses one of her father’s occult potions 

to cure the ailing King of France, thereby 

earning such gratitude that she is allowed 

to name as her husband-to-be one of 

the courtiers in attendance at the royal 

court. She naturally chooses Bertram, but 

he is so offended at the proposed social 

indignity (unlike the other courtiers, all 

of whom would marry the radiant Helena 

in a minute) that he packs off to the wars 

with his boastful chum, Parolles. More 

trickery is called for. Helena, now 

in disguise as a pilgrim, follows 

her wayward husband to 

Florence, where she learns that he is 

is in avid amorous pursuit of a young 

virgin named Diana to satisfy his sexual 

desire, not as a wife. Stage illusion at this 

point takes the form of what is called 

the “bed-trick” (also used in Measure for 
Measure): Helena has Diana agree to an 

assignation with Bertram, whereupon 

Helena takes Diana’s place in the dark. 

In the meantime, Diana has insisted that 

Bertram bestow upon her his regimental 

ring. This important stage object 

eventually becomes, in the play’s brilliant 

finale, the means of catching Bertram out 

in his lie and of compelling him to honor 

his marital vows after all. Helena has 

tricked Bertram by fulfilling the riddling 

vow he presented to her as he left for the 

war: “When from this finger you can get 

this ring / And are by me with child,” he 

has told her, “then call me husband,”    

—adding, “but in such a ‘then’ I write a 

‘never.’” Helena, by play’s end, has done 

exactly this; she has slept with Bertram, is 

pregnant and she has his ring. The trickery 

raises some of the same moral ambiguities 

as in The Merchant of Venice, but it works, 

and it enforces the significant point that 

a male must be prepared to accept the 

consequences of his own carnal desires. 

Like Portia, Helena is the magician stage-

manager of her play. 

Cymbeline is a tour de force of 

disguises and mistaken identities. 

Imogen, King Cymbeline’s 

daughter, has disgraced herself in 

her father’s eyes by marrying the 

virtuous but non-royal Posthumus 

Leonatus instead of the detestable 

Cloten, son of Imogen’s villainous 

stepmother the Queen. Rejected 

Photo of Hasina Haque (Diana) and Michelle Terry (Helena) in the National 
Theatre’s 2009 production of All’s Well That Ends Well by Simon Annand.
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by her father and then by her husband, 

who has been tricked by the Italian Iacomo 

into believing that she has been untrue 

to her marriage vows, Imogen makes her 

way to the Welsh mountains in pursuit of 

her absent husband. There she happens 

upon an old hermit and two young men 

who share his cave and his preference 

for a life of strenuous survival in the 

wilderness. The audience has been told 

that once upon a time someone stole away 

the King’s two sons, so we are likely to 

surmise that the two young cavedwellers 

are in fact those sons. Imogen, renamed 

Fidele, forms a loving “fraternal” 

relationship with the two young men 

who are in fact her brothers. When one 

of them kills Cloten, who has come to 

Wales dressed in Posthumus’s clothes to 

avenge himself on Imogen for her hatred 

of him, Imogen/Fidele comes upon the 

headless body of Cloten and mistakes it 

for her dear husband, since a body dressed 

in Posthumus’s garments can scarcely be 

distinguished from real thing. Posthumus 

himself returns from Italy to Britain 

under the guise of a British peasant, 

where he fights bravely for the British, 

then re-attires himself in 

Italian garb in order that 

he may be captured by the 

victorious British and put to 

death. Having realized that 

he has wronged his virtuous 

wife and even ordered her 

death in his jealous fears, 

Posthumus now wishes to 

live no longer. Eventually 

all is straightened out by 

that familiar and wonderful 

stage device of revealed 

identity: Imogen is no 

longer Fidele, Posthumus is 

no longer the “Italian” who fought against 

the British and the two sons brought up in 

the wilderness are now revealed to be the 

King’s sons, Guiderius and Arviragus. The 

King has an heir, the wicked Queen has 

committed suicide and the contemptible 

Cloten is dead and forgotten. Cymbeline’s 
use of stunning theatrical effects also 

includes the appearance of the god Jupiter, 

descending in thunder and lightning to 

prophesy a happy ending. Nowhere is 

Shakespeare more fascinated with  

illusion and stage contrivance than he is 

in this play. 

The stage magic of Oscar Wilde’s An 
Ideal Husband (1895), even though it is 

not the work of the gods, is every bit as 

intricate. It centers on the secret and 

even shameful past of some of the play’s 

major figures, all of which is revealed in 

time. Sir Robert Chiltern, a wealthy and 

distinguished member of the House of 

Commons, turns out to have made his 

fortune through the corrupt means of 

selling insider knowledge. The revelation 

of such information threatens both his 

career and his marriage. The play’s title, 

An Ideal Husband, thus mocks the reality 

of Sir Robert’s tenuous situation. He is 

being pursued by a scheming woman, Mrs. 

Cheveley, who possesses a compromising 

letter that provides documention of 

his crime. She is quite prepared to use 

that letter to blackmail Sir Robert into 

supporting a fraudulent scheme of canal-

building in Argentina. Nevertheless, when 

she happens to lose a diamond brooch that 

she has stolen some years ago, the brooch 

comes into the possession of Sir Robert’s 

good friend, Lord Goring, who trades it to 

her in return for the incriminating letter. 

Still another letter is misconstrued in a 

way that complicates the plot still further, 

until all misunderstandings are cleared 

up to make way for forgiveness. Indeed, 

much is in need of being forgiven. The plot 

thus relies on a medley of stage props and 

time-honored devices of deception and 

recognition. The brilliance of the play is in 

Wilde’s manipulation of these theatrically-

aware devices. 

The stage magic of Harold Pinter’s Old 
Times, first performed in 1971, focuses 

on illusions and ambiguities of the past. 

When Kate’s long-time friend, Anna, 

comes to visit Kate and her husband, 

Deeley, in their seaside cottage, a sexual 

rivalry erupts as Anna and Deeley compete 

for Kate’s affection. So far all is clear, but, 

as they talk about their past encounters, 

the story of their interwoven lives grows 

more and more illusory and uncertain. 

Are they perhaps dead people recalling 

their living existences? Did Kate kill Anna 

upon discovering that Anna was trying 

to steal Deeley away from her? Did Kate 

kill Deeley as well or is Kate herself dead, 

now idealizing in her memory a world in 

which both Anna and Deeley really loved 

her rather than each other? Or are Kate 

and Anna perhaps two manifestations of 

a single person, with “Anna” being the 

one that Deeley fell for 20 years ago before 

encountering Kate at the movies? By their 

sharing of underwear, their homoerotic 

desire and their mimicking each other’s 

mannerisms, do the two women represent 

a dual image of the woman Deeley thinks 

he has loved? Has Kate “killed” Anna for 

her husband’s sake, and does he then 

succeed in preventing Anna from coming 

back into her life? Does she then kill Anna 

by recalling the first time she did so? 

Come to the production and sort these 

intriguing puzzles out for yourself.

Candide is this season’s last masterpiece of 

strange illusion and mistaken identities. 

As dramatized first in a libretto by Lillian 

Hellman for an original production in 

1956 and then more successfully in 1974 

by Hugh Wheeler, with music by Leonard 

Bernstein and with other contributors, 

the show has gone on to become one 

of the triumphs of the modern stage. 

The story is based on Voltaire’s Candide 

(1759). Candide, an innocent young 

person who has absorbed from his tutor 

Pangloss the optimistic philosophy of 

Leibniz describing the best of all possible 

worlds, discovers that the real world is a 

chamber of horrors—earthquakes, torture 

at the hands of the Inquisition, 

rapes, disembowelings, slavery, 

prostitution and more. After 

many trials, Candide, his 

love Cunégonde, Pangloss 

and a few others realize 

that contentedness can 

only be found in the 

cultivation of one’s 

private garden. 

Shakespeare’s Dramatic Works, Cymbeline, act I, scene I, painted by William 
Hamilton and engraved by Burke, 1795.
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After the death of his father, Count 

Bertram of Rossillion is called to Paris 

to serve the King of France. The King is 

deathly ill and the physician who might 

have cured him has died, though not 

before leaving his medical secrets to his 

daughter, Helena. Bertram’s mother, the 

Countess, regards Helena as a daughter, 

and discovers that her recent melancholy 

has been caused by her unrequited love 

for Bertram. Hearing of the King’s illness, 

Helena decides to follow Bertram to Paris, 

where she will attempt to cure the King. 

The King learns of a war in Italy, and he 

gives permission to the young nobles of 

the court to join either side 

to gain experience.

When Helena arrives in 

the court, she offers 

to cure the King; if 

she fails, she will 

forfeit her life, but 

if she succeeds, the 

King must give her 

the husband of her 

choice. When she 

succeeds, she asks 

to be married to 

Bertram. Not wanting to marry a girl 

of low birth, Bertram protests, but the 

King commands Bertram to obey. After 

he reluctantly agrees, his soldier friend 

Parolles urges him to run away to the war. 

Bertram sends Helena back to Rossillion, 

promising to follow after.

In Rossillion, Helena receives a letter from 

Bertram asserting that they will never 

truly be married until she wears his ring 

and carries his child, two things which he 

will make sure never happen, for he has 

joined the Florentine army. Helena decides 

to follow Bertram to Italy disguised as a 

SYNOPSIS

religious pilgrim. While lodging at a 

hostel kept by a widow and her beautiful 

daughter Diana, Helena learns that 

Bertram has been courting Diana. Helena 

offers Diana 3,000 crowns to assist her 

plot against Bertram: Diana will only 

let Bertram come to her room if he first 

gives her the ring he wears. In the room, 

however, Helena will be the one waiting 

for the midnight liaison.

Several French officers in the Florentine 

army, determined to prove to Bertram that 

Parolles is a coward, capture and threaten 

Parolles, pretending to be the enemy. 

Bertram returns to camp, having spent 

the night with the woman he thought 

was Diana. Word comes to the camp that 

Helena has died of grief, and Bertram’s 

fellow officers malign him for the way 

he treated her. The officers then bring 

in the blindfolded Parolles, who 

tells all he knows and goes on to 

insult his comrades. 

When the blindfold 

is removed, the 

humiliated Parolles 

vows revenge on his 

former companion.

The King visits 

the Countess at 

Rossillion, and 

agrees to forgive 

Bertram despite his 

treatment of Helena. 

Suddenly, the King 

recognizes the ring 

on Bertram’s finger 

as the one the King 

gave to Helena. 

Bertram makes up 

a story that it was thrown to him by a 

lady in Florence; just then, Diana appears 

and, claiming that Bertram seduced her, 

demands that he marry her. Bertram 

denounces her as a prostitute, but Diana 

produces the ring he gave her. When she 

refuses to tell the King how she came to 

possess the ring, he orders her imprisoned. 

Diana sends for her “bail”—Helena, alive 

and pregnant with Bertram’s child. 

Thus Helena has fulfilled Bertram’s two 

conditions to become his real wife and 

Bertram promises to love her faithfully.

All’s Well That Ends Well, act 5, scene 3. George Sigmund Facius and Johann Gottlieb Facius, 1792.

CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS
FOR ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL

Windows
Sunday, September 12, 2010 at 5 p.m. 
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall

Post-Performance Discussion
Wednesday, September 15, 2010
Lansburgh Theatre

Classics in Context
Saturday, October 16, 2010 at 5 p.m.  
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall

All’s Well  
That Ends Well

Photo of Kelly McGillis as Helena and Ted van Griethuysen as the King of France, in the  
Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 1996 production of All’s Well That Ends Well by Carol Rosegg. 
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CRITICAL ESSAY
Eloquence v. Grandiloquence
by Ellen Belton

“The play is bad. Bertram, the hero of the piece ... is a sneaking, paltry, odious 

scoundrel whose whole character can inspire nothing but disgust; and Helena, the 

heroine, is a love-sick fool.” This judgment of All’s Well That Ends Well by one Victorian 

Age reviewer is representative of critical commentary from the time of the play’s first 

recorded production in 1741 until the last quarter of the 20th century. As for the plot, 

according to another 19th-century reviewer, “If a young lady were to ask a gentleman 

to give her some notion of it, the latter would be given at once to a nonplus, unless he 

took refuge in the evasive reply that it resembled the episode of Angelo and Mariana, 

in Measure for Measure.” The play is simply too “indelicate” for representation. 

Bearing in mind that these objections were voiced by critics responding to 

performances of what was already a heavily edited and expurgated version of 

Shakespeare’s text—one in which a spectator would have been hard pressed to discover 

the employment of the (in)famous “bed trick” or the resulting conception of a child—it 

is not surprising that until the 1980s, All’s Well was one of the least performed of 

Shakespeare’s plays, and that productions of the original text were even rarer.

Yet for today’s audiences the challenges posed by what has long been classified as 

one of Shakespeare’s “problem plays” are precisely the sources of their interest and 

enjoyment. The situations and characters in this play push the envelope. All’s Well 
raises provocative questions about the unwritten rules of courtship and marriage, 

the nature of authority, filial and parental obligations, the meaning of honor and the 

power of language to shape and to reflect an individual’s identity and worth. It invites 

each of us to find our own answers.

In a speech that epitomizes the dissonances and discomforts experienced  

by audiences, Helena explains—and justifies—her plan to trick Bertram into 

consummating their marriage while thinking he is making love to her  

surrogate, Diana: 

Why then tonight
Let us assay our plot; which, if it speed, 
Is wicked meaning in a lawful deed,
And lawful meaning in a wicked act,
Where both not sin, and yet a sinful fact.

Photo of George Rainsford (Bertram) and Oliver Ford Davies (The King of France) in The National Theatre’s 2009 
production of All’s Well That Ends Well by Simon Annand.
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a type of unworthy and, in Bertram’s case, psychologically incoherent, romantic hero 

often encountered in Shakespearean comedy. In the final moments of the play, Bertram 

acknowledges that Helena has indeed won 

the right to claim him as her husband. But 

his capitulation is expressed in language 

that shows their reconciliation to be at best 

provisional, depending as it does upon an 

“if.” “If she, my liege, can make me know 

this clearly,” he tells the king, “I’ll love her 

dearly, ever, ever dearly.” Helena’s response 

also contains an escape clause: “If it appear 

not plain and prove untrue, / Deadly divorce 

step between me and you!” Even the play’s 

epilogue, spoken by the king, suggests the 

subjective nature of the happy ending:  

The king’s a beggar, now the play is done.
All is well ended, if this suit be won,
That you [the audience] express content. 

Does All’s Well really end well, asks the king? 

You decide.

This speech highlights one of the play’s central themes—the power of language both to 

construct meaning and to undermine it. In effect, Helena is proposing a riddle: When 

is a sin not a sin? This rhetorical strategy is the key to Helena’s success. Throughout the 

play, Helena struggles to assert her legitimacy, first as a physician capable of curing the 

king and then as a wife. The men to whom she must make this case keep telling her 

that she has no power, no legitimacy, no worth. Helena responds to their commands, 

belittlements and negations by transforming their words into riddles, which she alone 

can solve. In the world of this play, language is power, and the character who is the most 

eloquent is the one who will succeed in shaping her own destiny. 

In striking contrast with Helena’s efficacious use of language, Parolles’ empty rhetoric 

exemplifies the grandiloquence of the braggart. Like Helena, Parolles is an upstart and 

social climber, and, in many ways, he is Helena’s rival for Bertram’s affections. But 

while Helena’s claims are founded upon a sincere belief in her own worth, Parolles 

himself recognizes that he is often carried away by his own rhetoric. “My tongue is 

too foolhardy,” he acknowledges, expressing regret for having volunteered to steal 

behind enemy lines to retrieve the drum lost by his regiment. “Tongue,” he continues, 

addressing it as though it had a will of its own, “I must put you into a butter-woman’s 

mouth [proverbial for scolding] ... if you prattle me into these perils.” It is appropriate 

that Parolles’ punishment for using language that is as hollow as his drum is to be 

terrorized by a mysterious band of captors, who threaten him in a nonsense language of 

their own invention. 

And yet, underlying the dichotomy between true and false eloquence lurks a nagging 

doubt. Helena’s ability to manipulate language to assert her own authority and 

accomplish her own ends implies the legitimacy of those ends. When Helena uses her 

verbal skill to persuade the king that she has the power to cure him of his illness, the 

assumption is that her project serves not only her own purposes, but a larger good. More 

problematic is her pursuit and capture of Bertram, who represents the outer limit of 
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Photo of Karen Eterovich as Marianna, Leah Maddrie as Diana, Lynn Causow as Helena and Franchelle Stewart Dorn as The Widow 
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Inquisitor. Candide flees to Paraguay with 

his valet, Cacambo. On their way, they stop 

at a border post and meet Cunégonde’s 

brother. Candide tells the brother that he 

plans to marry Cunégonde, but the brother 

attacks and Candide kills him. 

After barely escaping cannibals, Candide 

and Cacambo find themselves in El Dorado, 

where the pebbles are precious stones 

and everyone lives peacefully according to 

rational thought. After a month of bliss, 

Candide leaves El Dorado to find Cunégonde. 

When they reach Suriname, Cacambo goes 

to find Cunégonde for his master and, 

before leaving for Europe, Candide hires the 

thoroughly un-optimistic Martin as a new 

companion. The two discuss philosophy as 

they travel from South America to Europe. 

In Venice, Candide meets Paquette, now a 

prostitute, and her lover, the monk Brother 

Giroflée.  Candide argues that they, at least, 

are truly happy. Martin disagrees, and 

uncovers their true despair. 

Cacambo returns with news that Cunégonde 

is in Constantinople. On the way there, 

Candide meets two galley slaves who are 

actually Pangloss and Cunégonde’s brother. 

He buys their freedom and continued 

passage to the Ottoman coast. There he buys 

the now ugly Cunégonde’s freedom, and 

Candide marries her to spite her brother. 

They meet a Turk who lives by devoting 

his life to simple work, and decide to try 

his philosophy. So Candide, Pangloss, 

Cunégonde, the old woman, Martin, 

Paquette and Brother Giroflée settle  

down on a farm and set about cultivating 

their garden.

In the idyllic German castle of Baron 

Thunder-ten-tronckh, resident philosopher 

Dr. Pangloss trains the baron’s illegitimate 

nephew Candide in optimism—that he lives 

in the “best of all possible worlds.”  

When the Baron’s beautiful daughter 

Cunégonde sees Pangloss and the 

chambermaid Paquette sexually engaged in 

some bushes, she flirts with Candide. When 

the baron sees them, he expels Candide 

from the castle.  

Nursing his emotional wounds in town, 

Candide is conscripted into the vicious 

Bulgar army. He escapes to Holland, where 

he meets Jacques the Anabaptist, whose 

charity reinforces Candide’s optimism. 

There he finds his old tutor Pangloss, 

who is almost unrecognizable as a beggar 

with syphilis (contracted from Paquette). 

Pangloss reveals that the Bulgars sacked 

the castle of Thunder-ten-tronckh and 

murdered the baron’s entire family. 

Candide is heartbroken at the loss of 

Cunégonde, but he takes Pangloss to be 

cured by Jacques.  

The three men sail for Lisbon, only to be 

shipwrecked in a violent storm. Jacques 

dies trying to save an ungrateful sailor, and 

Pangloss comforts Candide by claiming 

that Lisbon harbor was created for Jacques 

to drown in it. The survivors reach land 

just in time to witness a devastating 

earthquake. In the morning, Pangloss 

unwittingly discusses his philosophy with 

a member of the Spanish Inquisition, who 

sentences both Pangloss and Candide to die 

for heresy in an auto-da-fé meant to avert 

another earthquake. Pangloss is hanged. 

Candide escapes but is shocked when 

an old woman leads him to Cunégonde, 

who explains that people survive being 

raped and disemboweled. She serves as the 

mistress to the Inquisitor and to a Jewish 

merchant, and when they arrive to use  

her, Candide kills both. The three escape to 

the Americas.

When they arrive in Buenos Aires, the 

governor proposes marriage to Cunégonde. 

Suddenly, a Portugese officer arrives 

to arrest Candide for murdering the 

Candide
SYNOPSIS

Photo of Sheila Willey (Cunégonde) in Cinnabar Theater’s  
production of Candide by Jeff Thomas.
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In the 21st century, the 

world appears to know 

Voltaire as a brilliant writer 

of comedy, with Candide 
as his masterpiece. But it 

was a trifle for a prolific 

author known for his 

epic poetry and theatre, 

which included libretti 

for successful operas. 

Why not a contemporary 

operatic adaptation 

of Candide—such as 

Mozart’s adaptation of 

Beaumarchais’ play, The 
Marriage of Figaro—or even 

an opera of Voltaire’s own 

devising, then?

Some of Voltaire’s fiction was adapted to opera in his own time, but Candide was far too 

scandalous. Voltaire’s touch is as light as you will find expressed in Leonard Bernstein 

and Lillian Hellman’s adaptation, for the story is, after all, the experiences of the world 

for two young lovers, Candide and Cunégonde, who view it through the lens of their 

tutor Dr. Pangloss’ optimistic philosophy. Candide witnesses war, for example: “The 

cannonading laid flat about six thousand men on each side, and the musket-balls swept 

out of this best of worlds nine or ten thousand ruffians that infected the surface of the 

earth.” A bystander explains a genuine judgment of the English court martial against 

Admiral John Byng, telling Candide that, “In this country, it is good to shoot an admiral 

from time to time, to encourage the others.” New World cannibals deliberate, then 

decide to eat only the flesh of the Jesuits who invade and persecute them; their choice 

contrasts with those of Portuguese Catholics, who engage in human sacrifice to appease 

the God of volcanoes and earthquakes. The Lisbon authorities did indeed burn heretics 

in an auto-da-fé (an “act of faith”) in 1756, but they wouldn’t have summarized the event 

quite as Voltaire did. The cheery lyrics, “What a day, what a day / For an auto-da-fé!” 

would follow the event by another two centuries. 

CRITICAL ESSAY 
Voltaire at the Limits 
by Eric Palmer

Right: Photo of Leonard Bernstein.22



The demanding rules 

of French classical 

theatre included 

the ideals of a single 

plotline, developed 

on a single set, over 

a single day. These 

“three unities” were 

combined with 

numerous other 

conventions, including 

the requirement 

for delivery in 

Alexandrine verse, 

a 12-beat rhyming 

form outmoded in 

England over a century before, largely due to the success of the unrhymed pentameter of 

Marlowe and the Bard. So Voltaire concluded, without undue discomfort or disdain for 

either party, “the French writer is a slave of rhyme, forced sometimes to write four verses 

to express what the English can say in a single line. The English writer says whatever he 

wishes, the French one says whatever he is able.” Voltaire would develop a true disdain 

for the loss of the rules, and for the vogue in Shakespeare that he played no small part in 

developing, during his final decade.

Voltaire supported the rules of the game, and so it becomes apparent why we know him 

for his prose, rather than his drama, which now seems archaic even in his own language 

and country. His theatre was remarkably successful: Voltaire can take credit for the two 

longest-running plays of his century at the national theatre, the Comédie Française. This 

might invite comparisons with James Cameron, and indeed, Voltaire’s ardor for special 

effects was labeled by one critic as lowering classical theatre to “a magic-lantern show.” 

Working within the rules he nevertheless evidently pushed their limits: In Voltaire’s 

very first play, for example, the claim that a king is merely a man is placed in the mouth 

of a prince. Such calculated radicalism would earn him great success and the heights of 

respect after the French revolution as well.

Voltaire’s jabs at the powerful in 

politics and religion were well over 

the limit. It was an open secret that 

he wrote Candide and he took pains 

to keep it that way. The little book 

could be sold openly in England, 

but its humor was too radical on 

the continent of Europe, surpassing 

propriety, producing public 

denunciation and burnings in many 

cities. Tens of thousands of copies 

smuggled from distant presses were 

marketed sous le manteau, “from 

under the cloak,” by booksellers 

who ran substantial risk to make 

their profits. 

Theatre, by contrast, must be 

produced to be popular, so the 

great success of Candide could 

not have been matched by 

circulating a play’s script, much 

less a libretto. The limits of theatre 

differed entirely from those of 

clandestine publishing. First, writing 

had to pass the tests of official state 

censors, themselves rival playwrights 

who were better connected and 

intent upon using the state 

apparatus to promote their own ends. 

Second the tastes and ambitions 

of the actors who brought theatre 

to life had to be accommodated. 

Finally, and particularly in France, 

dramatists had to conform to 

remarkably strict artistic conventions 

that were policed by critics such as 

Voltaire himself, who was one of the 

strictest. Witness his introduction to 

the “fruitful genius” of Shakespeare: 

“He was natural and sublime, but 

had not so much as a single Spark  

of good Taste, or knew one Rule of 

the Drama.” 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
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Known already as a poet, essayist, historian and 

satirist, the newly minted Voltaire established 

his reputation as playwright with the 1718 debut 

of Oedipe. He also began work on an epic poem 

about France’s King Henri IV, in which the king 

is seen as beloved for ending civil war and as a 

forerunner of religious tolerance. Another arrest, 

this time for offending a young aristocrat from a 

powerful family, led to a two-year exile to England 

in 1726.  

In England, Voltaire encountered the works of 

Isaac Newton and John Locke, whose writings 

would influence his work in science and 

philosophy. Voltaire also began two prose works: 

a biography of Charles XII of Sweden, in which 

he rejects the concept of a divinely ordained 

destiny, and Letters Concerning the English Nation, 

a collection of his views on the British political 

structure, literature and religion.  

Voltaire’s preference of England’s constitutional monarchy and separation of church 

and state over the French system of government caused such uproar that he again fled 

Paris for his mistress’ home in Cirey. In this haven, Voltaire amassed a library of over 

20,000 volumes and continued to write extensively. When his mistress died in 1749, 

Voltaire spent time at the court of Frederick II of Prussia, whom he considered the ideal 

enlightened monarch. But he could not resist a literary quarrel and enraged the king by 

publishing a satirical pamphlet. 

Voltaire’s most famous work was inspired by the devastating Lisbon earthquake of 1755— 

his short satirical masterpiece Candide, or Optimism (1759), which showed his growing 

dissatisfaction with Leibniz’s philosophy of Optimism. The philosophy’s main tenet 

is that everything is for the best because God is benevolent. Five years later, Voltaire 

published his own Philosophical Dictionary.

Voltaire’s youthful dissatisfaction with the justice system returned with vengeance. 

He spent his final years as champion for those he felt unfairly punished, especially in 

cases of religious persecution. By his death in 1778, Voltaire’s criticisms of European 

civilization and organized religion had angered so many people that he was denied 

Christian burial. But by the time of the French Revolution, he was seen as a pioneer of 

their cause and his remains were reburied with great ceremony in the Panthéon.

ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT

Second edition of the Oedipus play by Voltaire, 1719.

The youngest child of François Arouet, 

a minor treasury official, and Marie 

Marguerite d’Aumart, was born in Paris 

in 1694. They named him François-Marie 

Arouet, and following a proper Jesuit 

education, he took a job as a notary’s 

assistant. But the younger Arouet had 

already decided to become a writer, 

prompting his father to send him to study 

law. He continued to write, however, and 

soon developed a following of admirers 

of his audacious wit. Again father tried to 

steer son toward respectable employment, 

so François-Marie moved to the 

Netherlands as a secretary for the French 

ambassador. His father squashed an 

attempted elopement there, and recalled 

François-Marie to Paris.

The younger Arouet was welcomed 

into Parisian literary society, but his 

propensity for offending those in power 

quickly led to trouble. Within a year his 

satirical poem about the Prince Regent 

led to a brief exile. By the time his 

punishment ended, his name had been 

attributed to enough politically satirical 

works that he served a sentence in the 

Bastille for pieces he had not written. 

Upon his release, he rearranged the letters 

in his name “Arouet the younger” to 

create his famous nom de plume: Voltaire.
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Right: Joe Sikora as Posthumus and Chaon Cross as Imogen in Chicago Shakespeare Theater's 2007 production of Cymbeline,  
directed by Barbara Gaines. Photo by Liz Lauren.

Cymbeline
SYNOPSIS
The orphaned Leonatus Posthumus was 

raised by King Cymbeline of Britain. 

Cymbeline’s two sons, Guiderius and 

Arviragus, disappeared when they were 

babies, but his daughter Imogen remained. 

Imogen secretly married Posthumus, 

and Cymbeline’s anger at his daughter’s 

marrying a commoner led him to 

banish Posthumus. Departing for Rome, 

Posthumus takes a ring from Imogen and 

leaves her a bracelet as a memento. In 

Rome, a gentleman named Iachimo hears 

Posthumus boasting of Imogen’s virtue 

and bets that he can make her cheat on 

her husband. Posthumus bets Imogen’s 

ring that Iachimo will not succeed. 

Back in Britain, the Queen (Cymbeline’s 

second wife) asks Doctor Cornelius to 

prepare a poison for her. Suspecting her 

bad intentions, he gives her a potion that 

will produce only the appearance of death. 

The Queen gives the mixture to Pisanio, 

Posthumus’ loyal servant who has sworn to 

look after Imogen, and tells him that it is a 

powerful medicine. 

After arriving in Britain and testing 

Imogen’s fidelity to Posthumus, Iachimo 

asks if she will keep a trunk of treasure in 

her bedroom that night for safekeeping. 

Iachimo hides in the trunk, and sneaks 

out in the middle of the night to record 

details of Imogen’s room and to remove 

the bracelet from her arm. The next 

morning, Imogen rejects the advances 

of the Queen’s son Cloten, infuriating 

him. Iachimo returns to Rome, where he 

describes Imogen’s bedroom and shows 

Posthumus the bracelet. Heart-broken at 

his wife’s apparent infidelity, Posthumus 

writes to Pisanio to command him to  

kill Imogen.

Cymbeline refuses to pay the tribute to 

the Roman emperor, and the ambassador 

Caius Lucius warns that war must follow. 

Cymbeline’s former general Belarius lives 

in a cave in Wales along with his sons 

Polydore and Cadwal—really Cymbeline’s 

kidnapped sons Guiderius and Arviragus. 

After luring Imogen to Wales, Pisanio 

reveals Posthumus’ suspicions to her, but 
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proposes that they fake her death. Pisanio 

advises her to dress as a boy and to join 

up with Caius Lucius; he sends her off 

with the Queen’s potion in case of illness. 

Cloten interrogates Pisanio about Imogen’s 

whereabouts, and leaves determined to 

kill Posthumus and rape Imogen, all while 

wearing Posthumus’ clothes.

Meanwhile, Imogen wanders into the 

cave of Belarius looking for food; when 

the three men return home, they receive 

her kindly. But upon feeling ill, she takes 

some of the Queen’s potion and falls 

into a death-like sleep. Cloten arrives and 

antagonizes Guiderius, who cuts his head 

off. The men mourn Imogen, and place 

her body next to Cloten’s. After they leave, 

she awakes, and becomes inconsolable 

upon finding a headless body wearing 

Posthumus’ clothing. Just then, Caius 

Lucius’ army marches by, and Imogen joins 

up with them.

Posthumus, having received word that 

Imogen is dead, arrives in Britain with 

the Romans but disguises himself as a 

British peasant to fight against Rome. In 

the battle, Posthumus defeats Iachimo, 

and then joins Belarius, Guiderius and 

Arviragus to save Cymbeline from capture. 

After they help to defeat Caius Lucius, 

Posthumus is arrested as a Roman 

sympathizer and imprisoned. 

As he sleeps in prison, the god 

Jupiter appears in a vision and 

promises to save him. Just as he is 

about to be executed, a summons 

arrives from Cymbeline.

Doctor Cornelius tells Cymbeline 

that the Queen has died, but 

only after confessing her plots 

against Cymbeline and Imogen. 

After everyone assembles at 

court, Iachimo confesses his 

crime against Posthumus and 

Imogen, causing Posthumus to 

reveal his identity and lament 

his mistake. Imogen’s identity is 

then uncovered, and the two  are 

reunited. Guiderius confesses 

that he killed Cloten, and in 

order to save him from execution, 

Belarius reveals that his sons are 

really Cymbeline’s. After all these 

reunions, Cymbeline offers to 

make peace with Rome.
Cymbeline, act 3, scene 6: Imogen, disguised, enters into Bellario's cave. 
Engraving by James Parker after painting by Richard Westall, 1795.

CRITICAL ESSAY 
Cymbeline: Fairy-tale History
by Martin Butler

Two British princes are are taken from 

their cribs as babies and grow up believing 

themselves to be sons of an outlaw. Their 

sister, denied the marriage that she wants by 

her stepmother, absconds from the court and, 

after stumbling across (but not recognizing) 

her brothers in the wilds of Wales, falls into a 

drugged sleep, from which she wakes beside the 

headless body of a man wearing her estranged 

husband’s clothes. Her husband, driven into 

exile, has a dream in which he is given a 

prophecy by the god Jupiter, predicting the 

return of the royal line. A Roman army invades 

Britain, but is driven off by the old outlaw, 

the two young boys, and their (unrecognized) 

brother-in-law dressed as a peasant—yet after 

the Romans’ defeat the British king agrees to 

pay tribute to them.

The story of Cymbeline is loosely founded on 

history—there was indeed a British chieftain, 

Cunobelinus, who lived at the time of Caesar 

Augustus and whose sons fought the Romans—

but the outlines of the story are far more 

magical than that. Rather, like other plays 

written towards the end of his career (Pericles, 
The Winter’s Tale, The Tempest), Shakespeare 

adopts in Cymbeline the strange events, amazing 

coincidences and miraculous contours of folk 

story. He blends them into a thrilling tale of 

separation and return, losing and finding, 

which culminates in a bravura reunion scene 

which (by some counts) involves 26 separate 

disclosures of hidden information. For all its 

absurdity on the page, this astonishing climax 

can be profoundly moving in the theatre. 

A Victorian heroine: Ellen Terry in Henry Irving’s 
1896 production of Cymbeline at the Lyceum 
Theatre, London.
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Cymbeline used to be dismissed by critics as a shapeless farrago of nonsense. Dr. Samuel 

Johnson famously called it ‘unresisting imbecility.’ Today we understand that folk tales 

perform complex psychological work, and often act out in symbolic form the anxieties, 

tensions and emotional changes which affect the inner life and the life of the family. 

Typically, the main characters in Cymbeline are all displaced, struggling to make their 

identities as grown adults, or to find themselves as fully realized independent beings. 

Imogen, the princess, is exiled from her family. She clashes with her father over her 

choice of husband, and is driven away by her stepmother’s hostility. She needs to make 

her own life-choices without undermining her obligations to her kin. Posthumus, 

her forbidden husband, is himself an orphan, who —like Harry Potter—never knew 

his birth family and struggles with feelings of low self-esteem. He needs to overcome 

the resentment that poisons his love for his wife, and which can be tracked back to 

his fatherless condition: Jupiter will become a kind of surrogate parent for him. The 

lost princes similarly must transition from adolescence to manhood. They will prove 

themselves in battle, and move from the quiet nursery of the Welsh backwoods to their 

true role as heirs to Britain.

This underlying movement, of exile and return, gives Cymbeline its rather dreamy quality. 

Imogen falls asleep twice, and each time has a nightmare. In the first, she is menaced 

by the Roman gentleman Iachimo, who has bet with Posthumus that, in Posthumus’s 

absence, she will sleep with him. (The wager on a woman’s chastity is another folktale 

motif—one repeated, for example, in Mozart’s opera Cosi fan tutte.) Unable to seduce her, 

Iachimo secures his 

‘proof’ by hiding 

in her room as she 

sleeps, checking for 

marks on her body 

known only to her 

husband and stealing 

her bracelet from 

her arm. The second 

nightmare is waking 

to find herself by a 

headless body in her 

husband’s clothes. 

This is, in fact, the 

corpse of Cloten, her 

stepmother’s son and 

the man her father 

wants her to marry. 

He has followed her 

to Wales, dressed in 

Posthumus’s suit, 

with the intention 

of raping her, but 

is killed by her 

brothers. Imogen 

is saved from both 

of these dangerous 

men, but their sexual 

aggression plays out 

in displaced form the 

unresolved feelings 

that Posthumus has towards her. Having been persuaded by Iachimo that she has 

cuckolded him, Posthumus conceives a plan for her murder, but Cloten’s death in his 

clothes kills something in Posthumus himself. It prepares the ground on which husband 

and wife will reunite in forgiveness and trust.

At the end of Cymbeline, the family regroups, with its children grown up and tensions 

purged. But because they are a royal family, Shakespeare implies that the kingdom has 

learned something too. By overcoming his political resentments and magnanimously 

making peace with the defeated Romans, Cymbeline shows Britain’s fitness to join the 

family of modern European nations.

Left: Juan Chioran as Iachimo and Chaon Cross as Imogen in Chicago Shakespeare Theater’s 2007 
production of Cymbeline, directed by Barbara Gaines. Photo by Liz Lauren.

Postumus and Imogen by John Faed, 1865.
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SYNOPSIS
Sir Robert Chiltern, a respected Member of 

Parliament, is hosting a party with his wife Lady 

Chiltern. The guests include his sister Mabel 

Chiltern and his bachelor friend Lord Goring. Mrs. 

Cheveley, an unexpected guest, went to school 

with Lady Chiltern and has been living in Vienna.

Mrs. Cheveley informs Sir Robert that she has a 

letter proving that he sold inside information 

about the government’s purchase of stock in the 

Suez Canal 18 years ago. A young parliamentary 

secretary at the time, Chiltern used the sale to 

become wealthy and powerful. Mrs. Cheveley 

blackmails him into encouraging the government 

to buy stock in the Argentine Canal, which he 

opposes and in which she has invested heavily. He 

reluctantly agrees, fearing personal and political 

ruin. Before leaving, she informs Lady Chiltern of 

Sir Robert’s “change of heart” on the canal issue.

Mabel finds a diamond brooch under a sofa 

cushion and Lord Goring recognizes it as a gift 

he once gave. Goring asks Mabel to tell him if 

anyone writes to claim it. Lady Chiltern then 

confronts her husband about his sudden reversal. 

Sir Robert claims that he has simply received 

new information on the canal, but Lady Chiltern 

is shocked that her husband could be anything 

An Ideal Husband
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FOR AN IDEAL HUSBAND

Windows
Sunday, March 13, 2011 at 5 p.m.
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall
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Wednesday, March 23, 2010 
Sidney Harman Hall
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The Forum in Sidney Harman HallLeft: Lord Goring confronts Mrs. Cheveley about a stolen bracelet. 
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other than principled and honorable. 

Desperate to keep his wife’s respect, 

Sir Robert writes Mrs. Cheveley a letter 

abandoning his promised support of  

the Canal.   

The next morning, Sir Robert reveals his 

predicament to Lord Goring, who offers to 

help him fight Mrs. Cheveley (to whom he 

was once briefly engaged). After he leaves, 

Mrs. Cheveley arrives, looking for her lost 

diamond brooch. Lady Chiltern attacks 

Mrs. Cheveley for attempting to influence 

her husband; Sir Robert enters just in 

time to hear Mrs. Cheveley strike back by 

revealing his secret to his wife. She gives 

him until noon the next day to change 

his mind or she will reveal his 

secret to the nation. Lady Chiltern 

is crushed, and Sir Robert rails 

against the false ideal she made 

of him.

That evening, Lord Goring 

receives a letter from Lady 

Chiltern that she is on her way 

to speak with him at his house. 

Before she arrives, however, Mrs. 

Cheveley calls unexpectedly. 

Seeing Lady Chiltern’s 

ambiguously-worded letter, she 

suspects an affair between Lord 

Goring and Lady Chiltern. Mrs. 

Cheveley offers to give Goring Sir 

Robert’s incriminating letter if he 

will marry her, but he refuses. He 

then accuses her of stealing the 

diamond brooch he once gave to 

his cousin, and threatens to call 

the police. Desperate, she gives 

him the letter, which he burns. 

But when he is not looking, she 

steals Lady Chiltern’s letter to him 

and vows to use it for blackmail. 

The next morning, Lord Goring arrives at 

the Chilterns’ house, where he impulsively 

proposes to Mabel. He then informs Lady 

Chiltern of the difficulty created by her 

letter, which Mrs. Cheveley sent to her 

husband as payback. But Sir Robert rushes 

in, having interpreted the letter as a love 

note addressed to him. Exhilarated by the 

apparent reconciliation, he determines 

to retire from politics. Just then, a letter 

arrives offering him a cabinet post. He 

writes a letter refusing the post, but Lord 

Goring begs Lady Chiltern not to let him 

sacrifice his ambition, and she tears up  

the letter.

CRITICAL ESSAY 
The Ideal and the Real, Re-examined
by Joseph Donahue

An Ideal Husband, opening 

at the Haymarket Theatre 

in London on January 3, 

1895, proved to be Oscar 

Wilde’s third successful 

play in as many years, and 

together the three works 

comprise a provocative 

triad. Each has a plot that 

turns on a secret badly 

kept. Each has a title that 

slyly conceals the ironic 

truth. And each reveals the 

author’s fresh attempt to 

probe a familiar subject 

from an unfamiliar 

vantage point.

All three plays—Lady 
Windermere’s Fan (1892), 

A Woman of No Importance 

(1893) and An Ideal 
Husband—are four-act 

domestic dramas with a 

predominantly comic tone 

and a happy ending. Critics 

called them “comedy-

dramas,” trying to describe 

what was new and 

different about the way 

they were put together. 

There were, truth to tell, 

apparent difficulties raised 

by the form. Challenging 

accepted social values 

can call an audience’s 

expectations into question. 

Photo of California Shakespeare Theater’s production of An Ideal Husband 
by Kevin Berne.

Photo of Tessa Auberjonois as Lady Windermere in Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 
2005 production of Lady Windermere’s Fan by Carol Rosegg. 
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In this tense, compelling scene, Mrs. Cheveley now openly threatens him: “You know you 

are standing on the edge of a precipice.” To this ultimatum she adds a painful moral 

truth: “Sooner or later we all have to pay for what we do. You have to pay now.”

The desperate Sir Robert seeks help in the unexpected person of that witty young 

aristocrat Lord Goring, a dandy with a perfect flower in his buttonhole, for whom 

idleness amounts to a secular religion. “The first well-dressed philosopher in the history 

of thought,” Wilde calls him. Goring’s insider-outsider status affords uncommon 

insights into the workings of society. He also has a past, however—an engagement to Mrs. 

Cheveley that occurred before he realized her true character. That old connection, if 

discovered, could derail his efforts to retrieve the damaging letter and save his friend Sir 

Robert from disaster.

The resolution of Wilde’s masterful intrigue ultimately realizes benefits we can only 

vaguely surmise in advance, but which prove to be real and convincing in the end. The 

man to watch is not the less-than-ideal Sir Robert, still struggling for self-understanding, 

so much as Lord Goring. Goring believes that what is better than making people pay for 

their unscrupulous behavior is to show them the consequences of their folly and then 

to save them from its ravages. What is particularly significant about Wilde’s resolution 

is that his agent for good is that charming but ostensibly useless philosopher whose 

presence has so far afforded no benefit whatever to society.

We begin to understand, finally, that private and public good are not separate and 

independent, but inextricably connected. The domestic world is more than a place for 

tea and sympathy. It has priority first and last, Wilde shows us, emerging as the province 

in which the most difficult problems find their best and fullest solution.

In the case of An Ideal 
Husband, the stakes 

were even higher: 

serious moral issues 

were embodied in a 

deeply flawed hero. 

Over four long  

acts, such a plan 

could put a definite 

strain on a bid for a 

happy ending.

Even more 

complex than 

its predecessors, 

An Ideal Husband 

draws domestic life 

into the arena of 

national politics. From the outset, Wilde makes it his business to dramatize ideas and 

ideals in conflict. In the first scene, during a party at Sir Robert Chiltern’s Grosvenor 

Square residence, the young and pretty Mabel Chiltern, Sir Robert’s sister, playfully tells 

old Lord Caversham that London society is now composed entirely of “beautiful idiots 

and brilliant lunatics.” (Caversham’s son, Lord Goring, however, with whom she is in 

love, occupies a separate category by himself.) Sir Robert’s wife, Lady Chiltern, greets 

the striking, self-assured Mrs. Cheveley with the frosty tones reserved for a detestable 

girlhood rival; one senses the battle lines being drawn for a fight to the finish. When 

Sir Robert himself enters, Wilde’s stage direction marks him as a man brimful of 

contradictions, his facial features suggesting “an almost complete separation of passion 

and intellect.” Evidently in deep inner conflict, Wilde’s title character, the so-called ideal 

husband, is ripe for a crisis that will strain relations with his nearest and dearest almost 

to the breaking point.

Having left the private sphere to his wife, Sir Robert has devoted himself to politics and 

is now on the fast track toward becoming prime minister. For his sterling reputation, 

however, he harbors a guilty secret which, if brought to light, would completely destroy 

his career. Mrs. Cheveley’s sphere is politics also, and she knows Sir Robert’s secret: she 

has obtained a compromising letter in which he shared crucial insider information 

worth millions, in return for funds that established the basis of his fortune. Her 

knowledge gives her a delicious advantage, conferring on her a power sufficient, she 

explains, to force him to speak in Parliament that night in favor of a similar scheme in 

which she is heavily invested. If he refuses to champion her cause, she will expose him. 

Sir Robert pronounces the scheme a fraud and says he has no choice but to condemn it.  

Photo of California Shakespeare Theater’s production of An Ideal Husband by Kevin Berne.

Photo of Oscar Wilde.
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ABOUT THE 
PLAYWRIGHT

Few dramatists have ever manipulated 

the English language as ably as Oscar 

Wilde. Yet, like many other notable British 

authors before and since, Wilde was not 

English at all. In an Anglo-Irish tradition 

also encompassing Farquhar, Goldsmith, 

Shaw, Joyce and Beckett, Wilde undertook 

a self-imposed exile to join the literary life 

outside his native Ireland. 

Oscar Fingall O’Flahertie Wills Wilde 

was born in Dublin in 1854, only two 

years before George Bernard Shaw. 

Wilde’s father, Sir William Wilde, was 

an eminent Irish eye physician and an 

infamous Dublin eccentric. Lady Wilde, 

Jane Francesca Elgee, was a writer and 

an ardent Irish Nationalist (known as 

“Speranza” to her patriotic readers) 

who had gained notoriety through her 

newspaper articles.   

Wilde was a brilliant classics scholar 

at Trinity College, Dublin, where he 

won the highest academic honors and a 

scholarship for further study at Oxford. 

Despite the influence of his mother and 

her involvement in the Young Ireland 

Movement, in 1874 Wilde sold all his Irish 

property and left for England. Wilde told 

an interviewer, “There is no lack of culture 

in Ireland, but it is nearly all absorbed in 

politics. Had I remained there my career 

would have been a political one.” Instead, 

the young dandy determined to make his 

mark artistically and socially.  

It was while at Oxford that Wilde—at 

the head of a group of like-minded 

undergraduates—helped found the 

Aesthetic movement that was to 

dominate art, culture and thought at 

the end of the 19th century. Focused on 

appearance, behavior, style and artifice, 

Aestheticism was a way of life as much 

as a philosophy—a style radically at odds 

with the dominant, somber modes of the 

Victorian era. 

In 1884, Wilde married the socially 

prominent Constance Lloyd, daughter 

of an Irish barrister and they settled in 

London and had two sons. To support his 

growing family Wilde became the editor 

of Woman’s World in 1887, supplementing 

that work with reviews and critical pieces 

on art, literature and drama. While his 

literary career began with poems, essays, 

and criticism, his principal reputation 

rests on his novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray 

(1890), and a series of remarkable plays. 

After a few unsuccessful initial efforts, he 

found his dramatic voice in the brilliant 

social comedies Lady Windermere’s Fan 

(1891), A Woman of No Importance (1893), An 
Ideal Husband (1895), and his masterpiece 

The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). These 

works, along with his one-act verse drama 

Salome, secured his place as one of the 

major dramatists of the Victorian Age.  

During the height of his success, a 

scandal had been growing over Wilde’s 

relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, 

whom Wilde affectionately termed “Bosie” 

in rapturous letters. Alfred’s father, the 

Marquis of Queensbury, demanded that 

the two men separate for good. Infuriated 

by their amused refusal, Queensbury had 

Wilde arrested and brought to trial for 

committing “gross indecency.”

Wilde found himself shunned as an 

outsider and openly ridiculed. After his 

first trial ended in a mistrial, a second jury 

found Wilde guilty and he was sentenced 

to two years of hard labor. While in prison, 

confined in a tiny cell, Wilde was at first 

kept from reading or writing until a 

sympathetic warden allowed him books 

and paper. Provided with only one sheet of 

paper at a time, unable to review or revise 

anything, he wrote his most hauntingly 

personal work, De Profundis. In the form  

of a letter to Douglas, Wilde sets out his  

own account of the relationship and  

his own fall from grace. It was signed not  

with Wilde’s name but with his prison 

number C.3.3.

After his release from prison in 1897, 

disgraced and penniless, Wilde sought 

exile in France, never to return to his 

adopted homeland. He was reconciled 

with Douglas in 1897, and the two traveled 

together for several months. Prevented 

from receiving any profit from his 

writings, Wilde remained in France under 

an assumed name, in worsening health 

and surrounded by a few trusted friends, 

a far cry from his days of flamboyance 

in velvet and furs. Wilde converted to 

Catholicism not long before his death in 

1900 and was buried in Paris.  
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In their house by the sea, Deeley and his 

wife Kate anticipate the arrival of Kate’s 

old roommate Anna. Kate remembers 

Anna as her only friend when they were 

younger, which makes Deeley very eager  

to meet her. Anna is married and lives  

in Sicily, though she has come without  

her husband. 

When Anna arrives, she reminisces about 

their bohemian lives in London 20 years 

earlier. Deeley senses a competitor for 

Kate’s affections, and both he and Anna 

sing snippets of old songs to stake their 

claim over her. He then recalls the first 

time he met Kate, at a movie theater. 

Anna counters with a story about coming 

home to find Kate with a young man who 

was sobbing. After Anna went to bed, the 

man came over and looked at her, but she 

ignored him. He came and went several 

times before finally leaving. She quickly 

adds how happy she was to hear of Kate’s 

marriage, though she takes Deeley to task 

for leaving her so much on his travels  

for work.

Kate is bored, 

and wants to 

take a walk, 

but Anna 

convinces her 

to stay in. Kate 

decides to 

take a bath, 

though she refuses to let Anna prepare it 

for her. While she bathes, Deeley confronts 

Anna in an attempt to deflect her from 

Kate. He remembers that he has met her 

before, 20 years ago in a bar in London. 

He recalls them going to a party, where 

she sat with a friend on low sofa, and he 

looked up her skirt. He was hustled away 

by some friends, and when he came back, 

she was gone. 

Deeley and Anna discuss Kate’s bathing 

habits—she washes meticulously but dries 

poorly—and Deeley proposes that they 

collaborate to dry her. Just then, Kate 

returns in her bathrobe, and they again 

trade songs over her. Anna confesses that 

she borrowed Kate’s underwear the night 

Deeley looked up her skirt at the party. 

When she came home, she told Kate 

everything exciting that happened that 

night. Deeley begins to become angry at 

Anna’s intimacy with his wife, and both 

women become defensive. In an attempt to 

win back Kate’s loyalty, he tells her about 

his meeting Anna 20 years before. Faced 

with competing memories, Kate suddenly 

recalls seeing Anna dead on her bed, 

covered in dirt. She took a bath, and then 

brought a man in, only to find that Anna’s 

body had disappeared. She then smeared 

the man’s face with dirt, to which he 

responded with a marriage proposal. Upon 

hearing the story, Deeley cries.

Old Times
Our romance won’t end on a sorrowful note

Though by the morrow, you’re gone

The song is ended, but as the song-writer wrote,

The melody lingers on.

They may take you from me.

I’ll miss your fond caress.

But though they take you from me

I’ll still possess ...

Introduction to “They Can’t Take That Away From Me,”

music by George Gershwin and lyrics by Ira Gershwin

[used in Shall We Dance (1937) but not in The Barkleys of 
Broadway (1949)]

In the winter of 1950, when he was 19, Harold Pinter was involved in a passionate 

love affair with a young acting student from the Old Vic School named Dilys Hamlett. 

When she broke off the relationship, it caused him much pain, and he was shocked 

to learn that she married another student weeks afterwards (eventually, they would 

become friends again). Twenty years later, in the winter of 1970, transforming some 

of his own memories of such “old times,” Pinter wrote Old Times. He had completed 

work on his screenplay adaptation of L. P. Hartley’s 

novel The Go-Between (1969) for Joseph Losey’s 1971 

film shot earlier in the summer of 1970 and that 

winter he was deeply immersed in directing a rare 

production of James Joyce’s 1918 play Exiles. These 

projects ended what Pinter’s official biographer 

Michael Billington calls a sense of “self-exile” 

(Pinter’s feeling of being “banished” from himself 

as a writer). They accentuated “his preoccupation 

with the unverifiable nature of truth and the 

unpossessability of the female soul” and extended 

his explorations of the vicissitudes of time and 

memory in such short plays as Landscape (1967), 

Silence (1969), sketches Night (1969) and Monologue 
(1972), and his adaptations The Proust Screenplay 

(1972), No Man’s Land (1974) and Betrayal (1978). 

CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS
FOR OLD TIMES

Windows
Sunday, May 22, 2011 at 5 p.m.
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall

Post-Performance Discussion
Wednesday, May 25, 2011
Lansburgh Theatre

Classics in Context
Saturday, June 25, 2011 at 5 p.m. 
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall

SYNOPSIS

Photo of the 2004 production of  
Old Times, by Ivan Kyncl from  
Donmar Warehouse, London.

 CRITICAL ESSAY 
“The memory of all that”: Presence and Prescience of the Past in Old Times
  by Susan Hollis Merritt
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In 1971, Pinter told Mel Gussow that he 

considered Old Times “structurally the 

most satisfying work” he had done by 

then (trumping his own previous choice, 

The Homecoming in 1964). Billington 

observes “Many people consider it Pinter’s 

best play. It is certainly his most elusive 

and mysterious; one that yields up new 

meanings on each viewing depending 

on the inflexion it is given by particular 

performers and directors.”

Peter Hall’s original production by the 

Royal Shakespeare Company, with Colin 

Blakely as Deeley, Vivien Merchant 

(Pinter’s first wife) as Anna and Dorothy 

Tutin as Kate, opened at the Aldwych 

Theatre in London on June 1, 1971. In 

December, while that production was still 

running in London, Hall traveled to New 

York to direct the American première with a new cast, with Robert Shaw as Deeley, 

Rosemary Harris as Anna and Mary Ure as Kate, at the Billy Rose Theatre. When Pinter 

came to New York to work with Hall and this cast, he explained his purpose to Gussow 

“since the actors were different, the problem was to strike a balance between giving 

them the freedom to interpret and retaining the shape of the London production;” he 

observed also “that the roles were affected by the actors’ own experience” and “that 

‘unconsciously’ ” he had also used his own experiences in creating the characters. 

“It’s obviously something I know about,” he said, not mentioning his love affair with 

Hamlett. She told Billington later that her “possessive” female flatmate resented Pinter 

so much that it influenced her decision not to move in with him. Altering aspects of 

their experiences, Pinter suggests a “lesbian undertow” in Anna’s past relationship 

with Kate relived in the present on stage. But he objected strenuously when sexuality 

was performed overtly in Luchino Visconti’s “travesty” of Old Times in Rome in 1973. The 

play did “ring bells” for Hamlett, as Pinter suggested in a note that it might when he 

sent her the script. In 1976, when she herself played Kate at the York Rep, she felt no 

need to “improvise,” she was already well acquainted with her character’s “experience.” 

So was Pinter, when he took over the role of Deeley from Michael Gambon, acting 

opposite Nicola Paget as Kate and Liv Ullmann as Anna, during the American tour of 

David Jones’s production in 1985.

Pinter told Gussow: “What interests me a great deal is the mistiness of the past,” 

anticipating Andy’s observation, as he lies presumably dying in Moonlight (1993): 

“The past is a mist.” Pinter also confirmed the “key” significance of Anna’s speech 

undercutting Deeley’s memory of first meeting Kate at a movie theater after watching 

the film Odd Man Out—“There are some things one remembers even though they may 

never have happened.  There are things I remember which may never have happened  

but as I recall them so they take place.”—which elicits a shocked “What?” from Deeley, 

who does not get the point. Referring to prescience of the past in the present action  

of the play, Pinter told Gussow: “I’ll tell you one thing about Old Times. It happens. It  

all happens.”

In their early 40s (as Pinter and Hamlett nearly were when he wrote the play), Deeley, 

a film-maker, and his wife, Kate, live in a “converted farmhouse” near the sea, isolated 

from city life in London and around the “globe,” where Deeley travels frequently for his 

“work,” leaving Kate alone. They are awaiting a visit from Kate’s friend Anna, whom she 

has not seen in 20 years and whom Deeley believes he is meeting for the first time. The 

play begins with “Silence,” during which “Three figures” are “discerned” in “dim” light on 

stage, an initial tableau vivant:
DEELEY slumped in armchair, still.
KATE curled on a sofa, still.
ANNA standing at the window, looking out.
The stage lights “come up on” only Deeley and Kate who are smoking cigarettes. The “figure” 

of Anna “remains still in dim light at the window.” Deeley is probing Kate’s memory 

about Anna and her feelings about her “best and only” friend. Their conversation begins 

in media res, with Kate “reflectively” answering Deeley’s apparently prior inquiry about 

Anna’s appearance —Dark (the first spoken word, which, notably, Pinter recalls in “Art, 

Truth and Politics,” his 2005 Nobel Prize lecture, in giving examples of his own creative 

process). Kate discloses, belatedly, that, before she married Deeley, she lived with Anna 

in a London flat—that Anna is the one with whom Kate “shared” before him. Deeley’s 

defensive retort “Anyway, none of this matters” cues Anna’s entrance in the scene.

Suddenly, as in a 

cinematic jump 

cut, Anna “turns 
from the window, 
speaking, and moves 
down [stage] to 
them, eventually 
sitting on the second 
sofa,” launching 

a rapid stream-

of-consciousness 

series of run-on 

reminiscences 

about what she 

and Kate used 

Photo of Harold Pinter.

Photo of the 2004 production of Old Times, by Ivan Kyncl from Donmar Warehouse, London.
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to do when they were “innocent girls, innocent secretaries,” in London. Contradicting 

Deeley, Anna establishes just how much “the memory of all that” does matter in their 

present lives. Her comic Freudian slip—“You have a wonderful casserole. [...] I mean, 

wife.”—lays down another gauntlet, instigating a desperate battle for Kate. In dueling 

song duets, singing lines from popular romantic musicial standards by the Gershwins, 

Jerome Kern, and Rogers and Hart, they stake their claims to Kate. Competing memories 

in lengthy monologues may or may not have “happened” as they recall, challenging 

proprietary claims as they jockey for power over the impassive object of their desire. As 

some of these potentially apocryphal events “take place” in the present, their (re)telling 

is prescient, foretelling what will happen at the end.

Kate objects to 

their speaking 

of her “as if” she 

“were dead” in 

Act One: “You 

talk of me as if 

I were dead.  [...] 

I said you talk 

about me as if I 

am dead. Now.” 

In Act Two, while 

in the bath, she 

is unaware of 

their further 

jousting as they 

take their after-

dinner coffee 

and imagine how 

best to “dry” 

her, with a “towel” or “powder.” When Kate emerges “fresh” from her bath, she emerges 

from her (im)passivity, speaking her first long monologue: about what appeals to her 

about living in the country —its softness. After Deeley tells her that he and Anna have 

“met before” and Anna “coldly” confirms his account, Kate ironically projects onto Anna 

bases for her own past attraction to Deeley—his purported sensitivity, vulnerability and 

lack of brutal crassness. She ruthlessly rejects both her friend (“I remember you lying 

dead”) and her husband (“neither mattered”), enabling her to repossess or re-appropriate 

herself, to live her own life, to become a more vital person, freeing herself from “the 

memory of all that.”

At the end the “Lights” come “up full sharply. Very bright.” They may seem to illuminate 

without being fully illuminating. These “figures” may still appear as ambiguous and 

static in the very bright light at the end as they appeared when “discerned” in “dim” light 
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at the beginning. But Anna’s visit has catalyzed changes in their “relation.” Their final 

configuration parallels their initial one, with subtle differences. After he (re)enacts  

and embodies Anna’s memory of “this man crying in our room,” Deeley’s “slumped” 

posture “in armchair” presaged in the initial tableau takes place (again) in the present. 

Anna’s and Kate’s postures, like the positions of the furniture, are “reversed.” Instead of 

“standing” (erect) while looking out the window, a now-silent Anna is once again “still” 

but “lying on” one of the two divans, in a supine posture, vanquished. Instead of being 

curled on a sofa (a passive fetal position), Kate is “sitting” (upright) on the other divan. 

Self-repossessed, Kate asserts greater control of her own destiny, over her past, over “the 

memory of all that.” The “very bright” light may even suggest possibility for a brighter 

future. Having rejected others’ arrangements (old tunes, old things, old times), Kate may 

be able to construct some new ones for herself.
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Harold Pinter was born in 1930 in East 

London to a Jewish family. During World 

War II, he was evacuated from his boyhood 

home to the countryside, a separation 

experience that deeply affected him. After 

the war, under the influence of teachers 

and friends, he began to act in plays and 

write, publishing his first poetry in a 

school magazine at 17.

After high school, Pinter attended drama 

school off and on, at the Royal Academy of 

Dramatic Art and at the Central School of 

Speech and Drama. After finally dropping 

out, he spent most of the 1950s acting 

with regional repertory companies across 

England, using the stage name David 

Baron. During this time, Pinter met, 

married and had a son with the actress 

Vivien Merchant. 

In 1957, Pinter’s childhood friend Henry 

Woolf mentioned that he needed a play 

to direct, and Pinter responded by writing 

The Room in only three days. From this first 

play, the hallmarks of what would later be 

called the “Pinteresque” style were already 

present: menace in the most mundane 

discussion, a shifting recollection of the 

past and the use of a portentous pause. A 

young producer saw the play, and offered 

to present Pinter’s next play at London’s 

Lyric Hammersmith Theatre. The resulting 

play, The Birthday Party, was a flop with 

critics and audiences and closed almost 

immediately. Only the critic for the 

Sunday Times raved about the play, calling 

Pinter “the most original, disturbing and 

arresting talent in theatrical London.” 

Pinter finally found success as a playwright 

beginning in 1960 with The Caretaker, the 

story of the troubled relationship between 

two brothers and a mysterious homeless 

man. After writing several short plays, 

Pinter produced what many consider 

his masterpiece: 1964’s The Homecoming, 

another lacerating family drama about  

a domineering father’s power struggle 

with his sons, ignited when one son 

returns to London from America with his 

wife. The play triumphed in London and 

on Broadway.

Pinter’s middle period saw him turn to 

the subject of memory, even as he faced 

turmoil in his personal life. In 1971’s 

Old Times, he examined the recollected 

pasts of three people, demonstrating how 

unreliable memory can be. After affairs led 

to the painful dissolution of his marriage 

to Vivien Merchant in 1975, he wrote 

about an affair in Betrayal. In an audacious 

experiment with form, the play’s scenes 

proceeded in reverse chronological order. 

Pinter emerged from this time with a 

strong marriage to Antonia Fraser, to 

whom he remained devoted for the rest  

of his life.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Pinter 

turned more to directing, with major 

productions both of his own plays and 

of others’. He wrote increasingly for the 

screen, including the 1981 film The French 
Lieutenant’s Woman. Pinter also began to 

speak out sharply on political matters, 

opposing wars in the Balkans and in  

the Middle East; his plays also took a  

political turn, with such works as  

Mountain Language addressing repression 

and torture.

Pinter was the subject of several 

retrospectives and symposia on his work 

after the year 2000, though he battled 

poor health at the same time. In 2005, he 

received his highest honor: the Nobel Prize 

in literature. His health continued  

to falter and Harold Pinter died shortly 

after Christmas in 2008, having forever 

changed the way the English language is 

used on stage.

ABOUT THE 
PLAYWRIGHT
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SYNOPSIS
Bassanio, a young Venetian merchant, asks his older friend Antonio to lend him 3,000 

ducats to help him court Portia, a wealthy heiress. In nearby Belmont, Portia and her 

waiting woman Nerissa discuss Portia’s many suitors, who must pass a test devised by 

Portia’s late father: they must choose from among caskets of gold, silver and lead to find 

the portrait of Portia that is hidden in one of them. 

Back in Venice, Antonio asks the Jewish moneylender Shylock to lend him the 3,000 

ducats for Bassanio, because Antonio’s assets are currently tied up in trading ventures. 

Although Shylock resents how Antonio has treated him in the past, he agrees to lend 

the money under the stipulation that should Antonio be unable to repay the loan by the 

appointed day, Shylock will be entitled to a pound of his flesh. 

the Merchant  
of Venice

Bassanio meets up with his friends 

Lorenzo, Gratiano, Salerio and Solanio. 

Lorenzo tells them about his plan to 

elope with Shylock’s daughter Jessica. 

After Shylock leaves his house, the young 

men arrive dressed as masked revelers to 

help Jessica escape (along with a box of 

Shylock’s money and jewels). Meanwhile, 

back in Belmont, two suitors pick the gold 

and the silver caskets, which prove to be 

the wrong ones.

Solanio 

informs Salerio 

that one of 

Antonio’s 

ships has been 

wrecked. They 

encounter 

Shylock, who 

is enraged at 

the theft of his daughter and his money, 

and vows to have his pound of flesh. In 

Belmont, Bassanio chooses the lead casket, 

which contains Portia’s portrait. Portia 

gives Bassanio a ring, which she tells 

him he must never take off. The couple is 

congratulated by Gratiano and Nerissa, 

who reveal that they too are engaged. 

Jessica, Lorenzo and Salerio arrive to 

inform Bassanio that the wreck has left 

Antonio destitute, and that his bond to 

Shylock is forfeit. Portia tells Bassanio that 

she will pay his friend’s debt, and that 

he should hurry to Venice. After Bassanio 

leaves, Portia tells Nerissa that they will 

disguise themselves as men and follow 

him to Venice. 

In a courtroom in Venice, the Duke of 

Venice urges Shylock to be merciful. 

Bassanio implores him to accept double 

the amount of the loan, but Shylock 

refuses, maintaining that he wants only 

the pound of flesh specified in the bond. 

Portia and Nerissa enter disguised as 

lawyer and clerk, and both parties agree to 

abide by “his” decision. Portia concludes 

that the bond is forfeit, but as Shylock 

prepares to collect, she points out that he 

is legally bound to take exactly one pound 

of Antonio’s flesh, and not a drop of blood. 

Portia then accuses Shylock of conspiring 

against the life of a Venetian citizen. The 

Duke concludes that Shylock may live 

if he gives half of his assets to Antonio 

in trust, and all of his wealth to Jessica 

and Lorenzo upon his death. Finally, 

Antonio demands that Shylock convert to 

Christianity. Defeated, Shylock agrees to 

these conditions and leaves the courtroom. 

Pressed by Bassanio and Antonio to accept 

some reward for her services, Portia 

demands that Bassanio give her the ring 

which she had given him as a love-pledge. 

Portia and Nerissa return to Belmont. After 

the reunited couples greet each other, 

Portia and Nerissa accuse their husbands 

of giving their rings away to other women. 

The men protest, but the women quickly 

reveal the true identity of the lawyer 

who saved Antonio. Antonio learns that 

several of his vessels have returned safely 

to Venice, bringing him greater wealth 

than before. Rejoicing, the happy company 

celebrates their good fortune.

Photo of Hal Holbrook as Shylock in the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 1999 production of The Merchant of Venice by Carol Rosegg.

CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS
FOR THE MERCHANT OF VENICE
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Divining Shakespeare
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The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall

Post-Performance Discussion
Wednesday, June 29, 2011  
Sidney Harman Hall

Classics in Context
Saturday, July 16, 2011 at 5 p.m.
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall50 51



“Which is the merchant here? And which the Jew?” (Portia, act 4, scene 1)

Shortly after she enters the 

courtroom disguised as 

Balthazar, a young lawyer, 

Portia asks the defendant 

and the plaintiff to identify 

themselves. Generations of 

readers and audiences have 

asked the same question 

with regard to the identity 

of the play itself. The 
Merchant of Venice appeared 

in print for the first time 

in 1600 as The most excellent 
Historie of the Merchant of 
Venice; however, on the sheet 

which followed the title-

page appeared another title, 

The comicall History of the 
Merchant of Venice. Twenty-

three years later, when the 

play was published in the 

First Folio of Shakespeare’s 

collected works, it was 

included among the 

comedies and referred to 

again as a “comical history.” 

Near the end of the 20th 

century, one publisher of 

Shakespeare’s works in 

separate paperback editions 

listed the play as a tragedy. 

History? Comedy? Tragedy? 

In the end, the play seems 

more of a conundrum than 

anything else.

Over the course of 400 years, many readers and audiences have experienced conflicting 

reactions to the play. As a troubling conundrum, it should probably be classified with 

such Shakespearean “problem comedies” as All’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for 
Measure. Harold Bloom calls Merchant an “equivocal comedy,” and he suggests that the 

grouping of Antonio-Portia-Shylock anticipates “equivocal groupings” in later problem 

plays: Helena-Bertram-Parolles and Duke Vincentio-Isabella-Lucio. Classifying the play as 

a problem comedy would address the sense of uncertainty, even unease, characteristic 

of most audience response today. Long before the Holocaust further complicated our 

response, Shakespeare himself initiated the conundrum in two significant ways, by 

experimenting with a plot that combines very different source-stories, and by allowing 

his villain, Shylock the Jew, to behave as a complex human being rather than as a 

caricature—Jews were often red-headed, hook-nosed clown figures on the  

Elizabethan stage.

The Problem of Plot
Very few of Shakespeare’s plots are his own inventions; an aspect of his greatness is the 

dramatic genius which makes the stories his own through significant changes of detail 

and tone. In shaping The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare consulted a number of sources 

that ultimately yielded two plots and a sub-plot. James Bulman addresses the problem:

If history is any judge, the crucial problem in staging [the play] is how to balance 

its two distinct and seemingly unrelated plots. Although both ultimately derive 

from folk-tales, Shakespeare dramatized them in such disparate styles that they 

seem to compete with one another rather than to complement one another ... 

By working such a tonal division between the two plots, Shakespeare made it 

difficult to bring them into an effective theatrical balance with one another. 

Venice and Belmont seem to belong to different plays.

David Zesmer has argued that “the materials of [the play] are in the final analysis not 

completely integrated.”

The pound of flesh plot and the casket plot, which have also been labeled the “Venice 

and Belmont” plots, or “the business and romance” plots, come together near the end 

of Act Three, when Antonio’s letter about his dire situation interrupts the marriage 

festivities for the young lovers. The sub-plot is the story of Shylock’s daughter Jessica’s 

elopement with the Christian Lorenzo, with its interesting reflections of both  

main plots. 

Several of Shakespeare’s comedies involve creative tension between two locations, such 

as the forest of Arden and the court in As You Like It, but the tensions never reach the 

potential for tragedy evident in the contrasts between Venice and Belmont. Tone is 

everything here. The real possibility of tragedy in Merchant—will Shylock succeed in his John Everett Millais, Portia (Kate Dolan) (1886).

CRITICAL ESSAY
The Merchant of Venice: Comedy or Conundrum

by John W. Mahon
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nefarious scheme?—significantly affects audience response to the play. According to 

Kenneth Myrick, “The Merchant of Venice is the first of three superb comedies in which 

Shakespeare has set a generous and clear-sighted woman in sharp contrast to a no less 

unusual, but markedly unsocial man. From beginning to end, Portia and Shylock—like 

Rosalind and Jaques in As You Like It and Viola and Malvolio in Twelfth Night—remain 

poles apart.” Setting up three such pairs of characters serves to emphasize the risks 

Shakespeare takes in Merchant, facing Portia with a far more dangerous “adversary” than 

either Jaques or Malvolio could ever be.

The lyricism of the Belmont scenes, 

culminating in Bassanio’s choice of the 

right casket, sits somewhat uneasily in a 

play that also depicts the romantic leads, 

Portia and Bassanio, speaking and behaving 

very differently in Venice, where the plot 

culminates in Shylock’s forced religious 

conversion and virtual retirement from 

business. There are, in fact, two climaxes 

in the structure of the play, the first at its 

center, when Bassanio wins Portia—the kind 

of climax typical of other Shakespearean 

romantic comedies. The second climax comes 

at the critical moment of the courtroom 

scene, when Shylock comes perilously close to 

winning his case against Antonio, to the point 

of preparing the knife, and the victim’s chest, 

for payment of the “merry” bond. 

This second climax undercuts, and, some would argue, scuttles what many have seen 

as the real theme of the play. In the introduction to his Arden edition of the play, John 

Russell Brown concludes with a lyrical statement of this theme: “In the scramble of 

give and take, when appearance and reality are hard to distinguish, one thing seems 

certain: that giving is the most important part—giving prodigally, without thought 

for the taking.” Another way of identifying this theme would be to quote Jesus’ “new 

commandment” to his friends, “Love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12). To 

love as Jesus loved is to give without counting the cost. 

Early in the play, Shakespeare presents his merchant, Antonio, as this kind of giver, 

generously offering funding to Bassanio in the quest for the “Golden Fleece”—the 

rich lady of Belmont—despite real limitations on his own resources. Even during the 

conversation with Shylock that arranges the loan, Bassanio expresses concern, not 

only about Antonio’s willingness to pledge repayment on the basis of expected rather 

than actual income, but also about Shylock’s “pound of flesh” proposal, which fits the 

stereotype of the Jew lusting for Christian blood. Later, Bassanio gives without counting 

the cost when he undergoes the casket test despite the penalty for failure: “Never to 

speak to lady afterward/In way of marriage.” Bassanio also understands the nature 

of love sufficiently to recognize that the correct casket is the lead one that promises 

(threatens?): “Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he hath.”

The theme of love as selfless giving finds its finest flowering in Portia’s offer of herself 

to Bassanio both before and after he makes his fateful choice. Before, she declares, 

“I stand for sacrifice.” After Bassanio finds her picture in the lead casket, she gives 

him everything: “Myself, and what is mine, to you and yours/Is now converted.” Her 

complete gift of self underlies the famous speech on mercy in the courtroom scene, but 

it is withheld at the end of the scene, when she puts mercy aside to render judgment. 

Generations of teachers, myself among them, have told students that Shylock’s 

treatment, in the circumstances, must be viewed as appropriate, rewarding him with the 

judgment he demanded. It can even be argued that he is shown mercy, providentially 

forced through baptism to save his soul from eternal damnation and forced to show 

toward his daughter the kind of love Jesus called for. But the tone of all this worries us, 

the tone leaves us uncomfortable. Dame Judi Dench, one of the greatest actresses of our 

time, who played Portia opposite her own husband Michael Williams as Bassanio for the 

Royal Shakespeare Company at Stratford in 1971, has written that “I don’t think there’s 

anything to redeem those people. Everyone behaves appallingly, and there’s nothing for 

the spirit in the play.”

Indeed, audience unease inevitably results from the casual savagery of Christians toward 

Jews in the play, especially since the Holocaust of European Jewry during the World 

War II, the culmination of two millennia of prejudice against Jews, so uncomfortably 

on display in Shakespeare’s play. Whatever Shakespeare’s personal attitudes might 

have been, his play reflects the realities of his time, when Roderigo Lopez, a converted 

Portuguese Jew who served as Queen Elizabeth’s personal physician, was accused of 

plotting to poison her. His background apparently contributed to a presumption of guilt 

which led to his execution as a traitor, by hanging, drawing and quartering. The mindset 

that led to such savagery in 1594, not long before the first performance of Merchant, led 

to the Holocaust.

The Character that Got Away
So here we come to the second principal cause of audience difficulty with the play, 

Shakespeare’s treatment of Shylock. The playwright’s apparent intentions are clear  

from Shylock’s very first appearance, in his words as Antonio joins the conversation 

between him and Bassanio: “How like a fawning publican he looks!/I hate him for he 

is a Christian ... If I can catch him once upon the hip,/I will feed fat the ancient grudge 

I bear him.” Contemporary directors often cut this speech because it reflects so badly 

on Shylock, but they keep every word of Shylock’s heartfelt account of mistreatment 

by Antonio and Antonio’s belligerent affirmation of his hostility toward the Jew later 

Bassanio (Hank Stratton) chooses the correct casket and
wins the hand of Portia (Enid Graham) in the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company’s 1999 production of The Merchant of 
Venice. Photo by Carol Rosegg.
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in the scene. These exchanges effectively establish Shylock as more than a caricature. 

But Shakespeare’s intent to make Shylock the villain remains clear, not only in his 

subsequent behavior but also in the attitudes of his servant Launcelot Gobbo and his 

daughter Jessica, who speaks of her home as “hell.” Nothing in Shakespeare’s script 

justifies directors who present a father tenderly affectionate toward his daughter. 

Shylock reinforces his villainy 

with virtually everything he 

does in later scenes, until 

we reach the speech that 

echoes down the centuries 

to haunt us: “Hath not a Jew 

eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, 

organs, dimensions, senses, 

affections...?” If Christians 

can take revenge, why can’t 

Jews? We are human like you. 

Hearing Shylock’s eloquent 

words, we forget the context: 

his impassioned justification 

for pursuing Antonio even to 

death. In his refusal to simplify 

the complexity of all things 

human, Shakespeare amply 

demonstrates the truth of 

Shylock’s last words in this 

speech: “The villainy you teach 

me, I will execute, and it shall 

go hard but I will better the 

instruction.” In his fury over 

the hypocrisy of Christians, 

Shylock betrays his own professed belief in the Mosaic Decalogue by seeking judicial 

murder. As the play moves toward the climax of the courtroom scene, we ask Portia’s 

(Balthazar’s) question ourselves and realize that the identities of Shylock and Antonio 

are reversed: Shylock becomes the merchant seeking payment of the penalty for a 

defaulted contract, and Antonio becomes the Jew, experiencing the kind of inhuman 

persecution meted out to Jews by generations of Christians.

But in the courtroom scene a defeated Shylock resumes the victim’s role with his 

anguished “I am content” in acceptance of humiliating terms. In Jonathan Miller’s 1974 

film of his National Theatre production, Laurence Olivier as Shylock leaves the stage, 

but his “anguished crescendo of a wail” offstage, meant to be heard by all, confirms his 

success as a character who escapes from his designated role as villain. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
 
Among Shakespeare’s characters, only Hamlet has attracted more study than Shylock.  

Here is a short list of commentaries that could be helpful.

Barber, C.L. Shakespeare’s Festive Comedy. 1963.

Bulman, James C. “The Merchant of Venice:” Shakespeare in Performance. 1991.

Danson, Lawrence. The Harmonies of “The Merchant of Venice.” 1978.

Holmer, Joan Ozark. “The Merchant of Venice:” Choice, Hazard and Consequence. 1995.

Lewalski, Barbara. “Biblical Allusion and Allegory in The Merchant of Venice.”

 Shakespeare Quarterly 13 (1962): 327-43.

Mahon, John W. “Holbrook Triumphs as Shylock.” Shakespeare Newsletter 49 (1999):  

 15, 24. [A review of the 1999 Shakespeare Theatre production.]

_____, and Ellen M. Mahon, eds. “The Merchant of Venice:” New Critical Essays. 2002.  

 [A collection of contemporary commentary, including a comprehensive   

 introductory essay on “The Fortunes of The Merchant of Venice from 1596 to 2001.”]

Shapiro, James. Shakespeare and the Jews. 1996.

The Fifth Act serves as a kind of coda to the play, reinforcing the theme of self-sacrificing 

love in the resolution of the quarrel over rings. Antonio’s fortunes are restored and 

all three newly-married couples celebrate Portia’s victory, with two of the couples 

eagerly preparing to consummate their unions at last. Shylock is completely ignored. 

But the damage has been done, so to speak, and audiences emerge from performances 

of the play unable to forget the vivid “Hath not a Jew eyes” speech or the image of a 

Shylock leaving the play bent down under the weight of burdens worse almost than the 

execution stipulated by the laws of Venice as punishment for his suit against Antonio. 

The play remains a conundrum, in Kenneth Rothwell’s words about the Miller 

production, “the woefullest but most complicated comedy ever written.” But, second 

only to Hamlet in popularity among Shakespeare’s works, The Merchant of Venice will 

continue to attract readers and audiences seeking to understand its complexities and to 

enjoy its vividly-realized characters.

Image from The Merchant of Venice Copyright 2009 SelfMadeHero,  
published by Amulet Books an imprint of ABRAMS. www.abramsbooks.com
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All’s Well That Ends Well
by William Shakespeare
directed by Michael Kahn 
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Candide
music by Leonard Bernstein

book adapted from Voltaire by Hugh Wheeler
lyrics by Richard Wilbur

additional lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, John Latouche,
Lillian Hellman, Dorothy Parker and Leonard Bernstein

directed by Mary Zimmerman
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An Ideal Husband
by Oscar Wilde

directed by Keith Baxter
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Old Times
by Harold Pinter

directed by Michael Kahn
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the Merchant of Venice
by William Shakespeare

directed by Ethan McSweeny

Cymbeline
by William Shakespeare

directed by Rebecca Bayla Taichman
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AUDIENCE SERVICES

Administrative Offices
516 8th Street SE
Washington, DC 20003
202.547.3230
Mon–Fri: 9:30 a.m.–5:30 p.m.

Lansburgh Theatre
450 7th Street NW
Washington, DC 20004

Sidney Harman Hall
610 F Street NW
Washington, DC 20004

Customer Service
For all ticket-related services (single 
ticket and group purchases and ticket 
exchanges) as well as reservations 
for non-performance events such as 
Windows and Meet the Cast programs, 
please call 202.547.1122. This number is 
staffed during regular Box Office hours 
(see Box Office hours below).

Box Office
Phone: 202.547.1122
Box Office Fax: 202.608.6350
Toll-free: 877.487.8849
TTY: (deaf patrons only) 
202.638.3863

Box Office Hours
When there is an evening 
performance:
Mon 10 a.m.–6 p.m.
Tue–Sat 10 a.m.–6:30 p.m.
Sun noon–6:30 p.m.
(Box Office window open 
until curtain time)

When there is no evening
performance:
Mon–Sat 10 a.m.–6 p.m.
Sun noon–6 p.m.

Concessions and Gift Shops
Food and beverages are available 
one hour before each performance 
and can be pre-ordered before 
curtain for immediate pick-up at 
intermission. Sidney Harman Hall and 
the Lansburgh Theatre gift shops are 
open before curtain, at intermission 
and briefly after each performance.

Access 
The Shakespeare Theatre Company is 
committed to providing full access for 
people with disabilities.

Our theatres are accessible to patrons 
with physical disabilities or mobility 
impairments. Please request accessible 
seating when purchasing tickets.

Audio-enhancement devices are 
available for all performances. 
Receivers with earphones (or neck 
loops with “T” switch for use with 
hearing aids) are available at the coat 
check on a first-come basis.

Please see performance calendar for 
dates of sign-interpreted and audio-
described performances.

Program notes in large print and 
Braille are available at the coat check.

Rentals
Visit HarmanCenter.org, email 
HCARentals@ShakespeareTheatre.org 
or call 202.547.3230 ext. 2206.

ShakespeareTheatre.org

Sidney Harman Hall

Metrorail Directions
Lansburgh Theatre

•  Archives-Navy Memorial-Penn Quarter 
station on the Yellow and Green Lines—
Walk two blocks north on 7th Street, 
uphill and away from the National 
Archives building and the Mall.

•  Gallery Pl-Chinatown station on the 
Red, Yellow and Green Lines—Use the 
Arena/7th Street exit and walk two 
blocks straight down 7th Street, downhill  
and away from the Verizon Center.

 Sidney Harman Hall
•  Gallery Pl-Chinatown station on the 

Red, Yellow and Green Lines—Use the 
Arena/7th Street exit. Sidney Harman 
Hall is visible one block to your left.

•  Judiciary Square station on the Red 
Line—Take the F Street exit to the 
National Building Museum, turn left  
and walk 1 1/2 blocks along F Street to 
6th Street. 

Parking
Lansburgh Theatre

•  The Colonial Parking garage in the 
Lansburgh building offers elevator 
access to Seventh Street; enter at  
425 8th Street NW.

•  The PMI garage is in the Market Square 
North building at the corner of Ninth and 
D Streets NW; enter from D Street to 
access Sidney Harman Hall

•  The LAZ garage is located directly 
beneath Sidney Harman Hall and AARP 
Headquarters block; enter from E or F 
Streets between 6th and 7th Streets.

Please note: Most neighborhood restaurants 
offer valet parking and will keep your car 
until after the performance. Check on the 
restaurant’s valet parking closing time.

Lansburgh Theatre

Back Cover photo of Sheila Willey (Cunégonde) in Cinnabar Theater’s  
production of Candide by Jeff Thomas.68 69



All’s Well That Ends Well
by William Shakespeare

Candide
by Voltaire

music by Leonard Bernstein

Cymbeline
by William Shakespeare

An Ideal Husband
by Oscar Wilde

Old Times
by Harold Pinter

the Merchant of Venice
by William Shakespeare
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