@ Cecil O'Neal, 1988

Directing Shakespeare

Cecil O’Neal in conversation

with John Hirsch

John Hirsch was the Artistic Director of the
Stratford Festival from 1981-1985. His tenure at
the Festival often seemed overshadowed by the
sustained controversy which surrounded the
appointment of a successor to Robin Phillips.
After the appointment and dissolution of the
four-person board to serve as the Festival's Artistic
Directors, there was a search for the Canadian
who had the international stature to serve as the
Artistic Director of the Festival. Hirsch, one of a
handful of Canadians who work regularly in major
international theatres and whose work is seen as
influencing the development of contemporary
theatre, was appointed.

During Hirsch's tenure, I spent almost two
years at Stratford, working as the Director of
Production and then as Producer of the Festival. It
is not easy for any organization to mount more
than a dozen major productions in a season but,
despite the sometimes headache-inducing prob-
lems of a festival the size of Stratford, producing
Shakespeare was enormously rewarding. During
those two years, my respect for John Hirsch as an
artist and theoretician grew immeasurably.
Recently we spent several Saturday mornings
discussing theatre, our time at the Festival and
directing Shakespeare. What emerges from our
conversations is a sense of Hirch’s passionate
commitment to theatre and, in particular, his love
of the work of William Shakespeare. For Hirsch,
Shakespeare is a “citizen of eternity,” a master
playwright whose work transcends the particular
moment to celebrate our common humanity.
Hirsch speaks eloquently of his commitment to
the Festival, of the vision realized by his produc-
tions, and of the controversies which were provoked
by some of those productions.

0O’Neal: Recently I heard you on a radio interview
say something like “every great idea is expressed
by Shakespeare more eloquently than it has ever
been expressed by any other single writer.”

Hirsch: I believe that. If you really have worked
with the Shakespearean canon for 20 or 30 years,
you realise that by some miracle of alchemy, itisa
compendium of all the ideas of western civiliza-
tion. Shakespeare deals with archetypal human
relationships and with the essence of the human
creature. His work is more alive and richer than
the Bible. Saul Bellow said something very inter-
esting in his latest book, More Die of Heartbreak.
He says there is a citizenry of eternity and he
mentions Mozart. What Bellows means is that
there are certain human beings who manage to
formulate and express the noblest thoughts, ideas
and feelings that we, as creatures, are capable of.
Shakespeare is without doubt one of these “citiz-
ens of eternity.”

O’Neal: How has this brief been reflected in your
work as a director and Artistic Director?
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