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Foreword

by JOSEPH FIENNES

Who was William Shakespeare? There are as many theories as there are academics,
as many factions as there are experts. When | was preparing to play him in the film
Shakespeare in Love, my starting point was that he was an incredible observer of
the people around him, soaking up their characteristics like blotting paper. The key
is that Will Shakespeare was Everyman: politically his views ranged across the
board; in religious matters he was non-committal; sexually he was able to inhabit
all points of view. He could deal with everyone from street urchins to monarchs,
and he had the same problems as his characters. Being aware of his own doubts and
contradictions made him intensely human.

One of my favourite speeches is “The Seven Ages of Man” from As You Like
It, in which he describes the parts we all play through our live§—from mewling
~ infant through lover, soldier and wise man to second childhood. Shakespeare’s
canon seems to reflect the stages of his own life, from the brilliantly crisp verse
of Romeo and Juliet, through the middle difficult period of Measure for Measure
and the man suffering from depression in Hamlet, and then the ebullience and
transcendence of The Tempest. His life is set out for us in his works, in the same
way that a chronological exhibition of Rembrandt’s portraits, with their shimmering

beauty and extraordinary vision of human frailty, would chart the progress of that
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artist’s life.

Despite the huge thrust of technological advance since the Elizabethan era, the
human condition Shakespeare wrote about remains timeless. We still fall in love and
get angry and avaricious; we are materialistic or fanatical or seek spirituality. Here
was a man who understood all the pain of being human, yet loved life and humour

and fun. Put simply, he was one of the greatest-ever literary humanists.

M




BN ARk, BEARR hit, (ERDPEHTETABH
RO ARBEE R IR EL. RIMDAIBAZR ., £S5, B
K BATELAEER ., KERXRBHEBERR Y, PEHUHABAXNFRE

B, HRAKE A4, BBt E, sz, MEXFAERHEAOA
HENE L

HER - XBAH




INTRODUCTION

Over the past four centuries, Shakespeare’s iconic status as a poet and dramatist
has come to represent what it means to be a genius, and his words have provided
a language of self-expression for every human emotion. Shakespeare is cited as
an authority in moral, political and cultural contexts that even he could never
have dreamed of. His very name can stimulate approval, challenge, argument,
lunacy, brilliance and, occasionally, especially among schoolchildren, boredom.
Shakespeare’s legacy represents more than the story of a life and its age: it has
dominated artistic and cultural endeavour in every generation that has followed him.

What would it be like to meet Shakespeare? What kind of man was he? What
would we most like to ask him? How would he reply? These are some of the
questions that faced us in undertaking this project, and percolated through it as the
coffee brewed.

First, what tone of voice would be appropriate for the world’s greatest writer?
Clearly he could not speak in blank verse, and we had no wish to invent a fustian
pseudo-Shakespearian lingo full of arch archaisms. He should, we decided, speak
in an informal, friendly, unobtrusively modern fashion, which might incorporate a
few submerged allusions to his work. We wanted him to sound good-humoured and

unpompous, and not to take himself too seriously, because this is how we imagine

he really was. We wanted him to come across as a thorough-going professional,
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