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Aebischer’s book analyzes a dazzling range of Shakespeare productions.  Concentrating mainly on Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear, she offers resistant readings which intentionally privilege the alienated characters in the plays.  Despite their marginalization in the structures of the play texts themselves, she argues, these figures can become impossible to ignore in the milieu of performance, providing a way to renegotiate their importance and assert their centrality.  A perceptive examination of how the details of mise-en-scene structure critical and audience response, Aebischer’s reading offers “alternative narratives, viewpoints and protagonists” for these works (5).

In “Prologue: the gravedigger’s daughter – a story of loss,” Aebischer discusses a handwritten comment in the rehearsal notes from the 1989 RSC’s Hamlet referring to a gravedigger’s daughter.  Failing to find the character anywhere else, Aebischer imagines that the director had “hastily [changed] the casting for the role, giving it back to a man before anyone could notice the implications of his early concession to the women of the RSC” (3).  She calls this imagined chain of events an emblematic “story of loss” (3).

And one she would revise.  The Introduction cites Peter Brook’s “essential ‘act of theatre’” – that man walking across an empty space (4).  Aebischer pairs the image with a photograph of Brian Cox’s King Lear shoving Eve Matheson’s Cordelia out of the frame of the picture, “creating an empty space” (4).  Focusing mainly on productions of the last two-hundred years, the book aims to keep Brook’s masculine figure from walking through that space.  Instead, it seeks to narrate the processes of marginalization by which the empty space comes to be.

Organized primarily by play, but returning to Titus as a point of relation and comparison at the conclusion of each chapter, the book uses audience reception, squabbles between directors and actors, financial issues, concurrent political events, even the baggage of actors’ previous roles, to analyze the performance texts.  In “Chapter One: Titus Andronicus: spectacular obscenities,” Aebischer suggests that in the text, the rape and dismemberment of Lavinia augments the sense of suffering attributed to the Andronici, therefore privileging the latter over the former.  Onstage, however, Lavinia’s body demands the audience’s attention, especially when it is made to seem realistic and not stylized. 

“Chapter Two: ‘Not dead? not yet quite dead?’: Hamlet’s unruly corpses,” outlines the unstable semiotics of the dead and nearly-dead bodies in Hamlet, insisting that, onstage such bodies signify indeterminately, hence providing loci for interpretive play.  Citing a range of performance-related incidents involving Ophelia, Polonius, and Yorick’s skull, Aebischer argues in this chapter that when bodies are used as properties, they can, and often do, refuse to remain inanimate.  In such cases such bodies disrupt the centrality of “the play’s verbose hero” (65).

Chapter Three regards race in the Othered bodies of Titus’s Aaron and Othello, and the relationship between these figures and Tamora and Desdemona.  The productions deal in vastly different ways with the casting, costuming, and acting of these characters, in each case also representing both race and gender differently.  Some productions seem to naturalize race by portraying the malignity of Aaron and Othello as stemming from their skin color, whereas others  avoid this implication. The ways in which Tamora and Desdemona desire these two figures – as, for instance sex objects, or as real “loves” – also inflect the productions’ implications about gender, sexuality, and race. 

In Chapter Four, Aebischer turns to King Lear’s recent production history.  She complains that Lear’s sorrow absorbs and occludes other characters, particularly his daughters’ and Gloucester’s.  Goneril and Regan represent pure malice while Cornelia represents an equally unbelievable benevolence.  In discussing how productions stage these characters, Aebischer outlines attempts to counteract these problems.  For Aebischer, this play is the most disappointing of those she discusses because subverting the structure of marginalization in the text hardly seems possible.  

The last section of the book returns to the question of the gravedigger’s daughter introduced in the Prologue:  “Epilogue: Polly goes to Hollywood – a success story,” relates that according to a letter written to the author there was, after all, such a part in the RSC’s 1989 Hamlet, and that it was given to Polly Walker.  For the author, Walker’s subsequent success in Hollywood is promising, both for women in the RSC who want more time onstage, and for women in the audience who would have more figures onstage with which to identify.

 Ultimately, this study is fascinating but slightly flawed.  With her diverse evidence, Aebischer successfully portrays the enormous range of ways to stage these plays and some of the effects of such stagings, but she also sometimes fails properly to historicize them.  Despite an emphasis on racial politics in a staging of Titus in Johannesburg, for instance, she does not note the similarly crucial difference between the socio-historical milieu of Peter Brook’s 1955 production of Titus and, say, Julie Taymor’s 1999 film (37-41; 46-49).  The productions are described as if parallel. 

Further, the prose often floats too freely between stage and film versions and the written texts in a way which doesn’t always make clear whether the discussion puts us on the page, the stage, or the sound stage.  The periodic return to Titus as a point of comparison, further, becomes a bit tiresome in spots.  Both of these problems suggest that the book might have benefited from a different organization. 

Finally, Aebischer’s promise at the beginning of her book that, “[i]t is the white male subject of tragedy who will be marginalised in this study and forced to make way for his gendered and racial Others,” is really only a realignment of figures in an enduring hierarchy (5).  And in any case, what Aebischer ultimately does in the book is much more sophisticated.  She exceeds such a simplified ousting of hierarchy in the drama with what, despite some rough spots, is a fascinating challenge to Shakespearean interpretive orthodoxy.  

