
THE PLAY'S
 
THE THING
 

To Dennis Bartholomeusz, senior 
lecturer in Monash's Eng Iish depart ­
ment, a play, like a musical score, is 
created to be played, not merely to be 
read. Drama is a thing done. 

One who reads the playwrighfs work 
must. carry in his imagination the s:age 
and the theatre for which it was written. 
Since the play's the thing, what the 
audience sees and hears is the author's 
play interpreted through the imagination 
of the players . 

Ov er the last 300 years, Bartholo­
meusz says , Shakespeare's plays have 
been presented, and therefore inter­
preted, in many different ways by many 
famous players and their companies : 
Macbeth, for example, in London alone, 
has had over 100 major interpretations 
from 1611 to the present day . Yet players 
come and go , and their works lie interred 
with their bones . 

What Bartholomeusz set out to do, for 
Macbeth in the first instance, was to 
resurrect the interpretati ons, or pos sibly 
to shake some skeletons out of cup­
boards: to discover how the text wa s 
brought to life in different ways over the 
years, or trifled with , or perhaps changed 
beyond recognition . 

Evidence is surprising 
Going back 100, 200, 300 years , what 

evidence could he possibly find that 
would ind icate how the lines were 
spoken and played, what movements 
and gestures, w hat clothes and sett ings, 
lighting and mu sic were employed? A 
surprising amount of evidence, he says, 
if you dig deep enough. 

A prime source, Bartholomeusz said, 
could be the several companies' prompt 
books-the prompt book being a scissors 
and paste vers ion of the text with room 
for diagrams and detailed directions; 
these were usua Ily written in the d irec­
tor's or prompter's own handwriting. 

Some 150 major prompt books of a 
single tragedy like Macbeth are known; 
all the major known prompt books for 
all Shakespeare's plays have been cata­
logued. A Garrick's prompt-book of 
King Lear was rec ently discovered in 
Melbourne. 

But, as Bartholomeusz points out, 
though the prompt book gives inst.ruc­
tions , the performance may not follow 
those instructions. 

Prompt books must therefore be 
tested against contemporary descrip­
tions, reviews in the literary magazines 
and in the daily press, and against com­
ments in private or published corre­
spondence. 
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The bl ind ing of Glo ucester, from Barth olomeusz 's Monash produ cti on of 
King Lear. Rich ard Pannell pla yed Gl ouce ster ; t he boot 

i s C,ornwall's (pl ayed by Sau l Basromsky) . 

A rich source of deta il, too , was a 
company's account books, where sets, 
costumes, properties, music and lighting 
were listed and costed. 

Paintings and portra its, and sketches 
in the illustrated papers give some indi­
cations of the contemporary scene; then 
the camera, the phonograph record and 
their successors, and now the video tape 
that records the whole performance . 

Bartholomeusz committed his dis ­
covery and analysis of the evidence on 
Macbeth to a book of 300 pages 
Macbeth and the Players (Cambridge 
University Press, 1969) ; it covered the 
period from 1611 to 1964, and included 
recent interpretations by Gielgud, Olivier, 
Guinness, Richardson and Eric Porter. 

Confining the study to a single play, 
he said. brought the interpretations into 
focus, still further sharpened by concen­
trating on the two principal characters, 
Macbeth and 'Lady M ' . 

Macbeth and the Players brought 
Bartholomeusz a wide reputation, a 
Fellowship at the Folger Shakespeare 
Institute in Washington DC, and a v isit ­

ing associate professorship at the Uni­
verity of Illinois, in 1972. 

In Monash's English department., Bar­
tholomeusz has injected his methods 
into directing performances by students 
and staff in the Alexander Theatre: 
King Lear in 1966, Coriolanus in 1973 . 

For Coriolanus last year , he organised 
the students in groups to make their 
own discoveries of methods of presenta­
tion, and to make recommendations for 
their own production . 

He and the students will follow th 
same lines of inquiry in a production ot 
The Winter 's Tale, planned for next 
year . Meanwhile, The Winter's Tale in 
performance is the subject of Bartholo ­
rneuszs second book now in preparation . 

Bartholomeusz reminds us that 
Jacques Maritain once said "poetry is 
the secret life of all the arts" , and that 
Shakespeare 's plays contain some of the 
most expressive poetry ever written . 
Understanding a play like The Winter's 
Tale, he says, can never be only a tech­
nical or scholarly affair: i t must be a 
creative act. 

THE MOf\ITH AT MONASH
 
Melbourne readers of Monash Re­

view are invited to watch for this 
heading in "The Age" at the turn of 
each month. (Reprints are available 
from the Monash Information 0 ffiee.) 

Th e advertisement lists all the lec ­
tures, concerts and entertainments at 
Monash that are of general interest and 
are open to the public . 
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It began in September, 1972, with a 
promising 20 entries . Now, after just two 
years , it offers some 30 or '40 entr ie s, 
roughly in t.he proportion of five in the 
Alexander Theatre, 10 performances in 
Robert Blackwood Hall, and 20 lectures, 
films and seminars of various kinds in 
various theatres. 
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