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"Vanessa Redgrave," says her colleague, producer/director Ismail Merchant, "has a remarkable love for acting and for causes. She herself is an extraordinary actress who predicts things." She is also no stranger to controversy. In fact, she's been an unmovable thorn in the side of those who like their actresses to stay far from politics. Indeed Redgrave has taken the heat for what many consider to be the radicalism of her opinions. But love her or hate her, no one can deny that she is a resolute fighter for the causes she believes in, or that her acting - whether in stage classics, classic films, or commercial fare like Mission: Impossible - is untouchable. 

On the occasion of Redgrave's recent visit the New York City to direct a stage production of Antony and Cleopatra, actor, playwright, and kindred spirit Wallace Shawn asked her to explore the essence of her beliefs. -----------------------

I first met Vanessa Redgrave in Boston, in 1983, when we were acting in the Merchant-Ivory film The Bostonians, and each time I see her she seems more graceful in the way she glides across room, city, and world, so easily at home wherever she is. All the same, the fluttering candle of her political anger never seems to go out. As actor and observer of society, she is, year after year, the passionate first-year student sitting in the front row of the class with pencil sharpened. And year after year she retains the ability to be shocked and hurt by the sight of human cruelty.

Redgrave was recently in New York City directing Antony and Cleopatra - with herself as Cleopatra and David Harewood as Antony - at the Joseph Papp Public Theater. We talked at a nearby bar one afternoon in February.

WALLACE SHAWN: A few years ago I did a one-person play that I'd written [The Fever]. I performed it in a lot of people's apartments over the course of a year. It was as directly political a play as I could make it. It basically said that the whole way the world is run is completely wrong, and It must be changed on an emergency basis, immediately. But, of course, despite what the play was saying, and despite the fact that it was being done in apartments, it was still a play, it was still theater. Anyway, I would always speak to people before the performance, and at one of these apartments I met a very nice woman who told me about her work as a pastry chef in an expensive restaurant. She described how much she loved making pastry, and the process of baking cakes and delicious things. Her function was to give these pastries to the few wealthy people who would come at night to that particular restaurant, to give them some pleasure or some relief from their duties - or their crimes, depending on how you want to look at it. It left me with a very vivid impression. I thought, When I do theater, that is me. I am the pastry chef in an expensive restaurant. I provide a certain pleasure for certain individuals who come on those particular occasions. And I enjoy making the pastries. It's incredibly pleasurable to roll about with the text of a play, with the story, with the other actors, just as for that cook it's very pleasant to roll around with a lot of flour and butter. But doing a play doesn't change the world any more than making pastries does. Or does it? If I'm not completely wrong, you also feel there's an emergency and the world has to be changed, and not just in some theoretical way a hundred years from now. It should be totally changed right now, and yet here we are doing plays. What do you feel about this? Do you think it is like making pastry, or is there anything else to it?

VANESSA REDGRAVE: In the first instance, there's an obvious connection, because only a few people can afford expensive pastry, and the cost of theater tickets today prohibits any but a very few people from being able to see plays. For example, the [New York] Public Theater should be able to give out free tickets, not only in Central Park in the summer, but also in its own theaters. The building that is now the Public Theater was once the first free library in New York. It was given a new birth when it became a public theater, but it can't be free, because it hasn't got the funding.

Now, I've actually seen a theater that does have free tickets. You have to book them, but they are free. It's in Sao Paulo [Brazil], and it's funded by industry. I saw one of the most brilliant productions I've ever seen there - it was Shakespeare - and the theater was packed with young people who got thoroughly involved with what they were watching. That's the only way you can have theater that isn't pastry. Or, in other words, it's pastry for everybody. Everywhere else, theater is being given over to market forces, which means that a whole generation that should be able to do theater as well as see it is being completely deprived of theater study, of theater workshops, of going to the theater.

WS: But do you actually think that watching a play can have an effect on people?

VR: Yes, I do, I do. I had an experience that made me understand something I couldn't have understood otherwise. I've been to Sarajevo a few times and have gotten to know a lot of people there who put on plays during the siege. I wanted to share in that because I knew it was important to them. The third time I went there, I rehearsed for a week with this company directed by Hahs Pasovic, and we gave two performances. Through that, I began to see something of what was going on there in terms of actually keeping up people's spirit to resist - the resistance that causes change - even in the worst imaginable circumstances. And I realized that it paralleled the same spirit that existed during the Holocaust and in the gulag. Theater and poetry were what helped people stay alive and want to go on living. That experience changed me, because I realized that if, as actors or writers or directors or designers, we can keep the will to resist alive in as many people as possible, then that's what we are about, and that's what we can do. It's more and more important because of the terrible things that are happening in our cities and the political and economic agendas that various governments have.

WS: Looking at theater from a very optimistic point of view, you could say that even for people who don't think they're living in a terrifying situation today, something could come up in ten years that they are totally unprepared for, and the play they see this week just might possibly have an effect on them then.

VR: And see them through.

WS: Who knows? But to look at the pastry question from another perspective, thinking about our own lives, yours and mine, we have to begin by admitting that, without question, art is fun for the people who do it. We can't deny that doing a play is really very pleasurable.

VR: No way. I wouldn't dream of denying it.

WS: And in an ideal world, I think it would be wonderful if everyone, if they were curious or interested, could be in a play one day a week. But in my own life I am quite conflicted on the subject of how much of my life, if any, it is appropriate to spend just having fun for myself. Because if you're a conservative or reactionary person, you can really believe that the goal of your life should be to make as much money as possible and have as much fun as possible, because the invisible hand of Adam Smith will, you know, take care of the welfare of everyone else, possibly, and even if it doesn't, well, things aren't really that bad. But if you're not a reactionary person, you do have a problem with that philosophy. I'm definitely a hedonist and I even love money, so not only am I at a loss on the subject of whether or not I have the right to have any fun at all, I'm constantly terrified that I'm going to slip backward into becoming a reactionary, because that would solve all of my intellectual problems. Then I could just try to heap up as much as I could for myself, and I could still admire myself. … So, is any of that a problem or a conflict for you, or not? …

VR: …it is a problem. How could it not be a problem? How could it not be horrifying and disturbing to see people sleeping on the streets? …

WS: In other words, there are probably individual people who are embedded in your consciousness, people whom you could not dismiss and say, "Well, I'm never going to think about them." You wouldn't be capable of it - they'd pop right up again. …

VR: … I won't be able to be someone who wouldn't be.

WS: [But] it can happen without your knowledge. The reality is that most people are radical when they're young, and then they become more and more conservative. Some of them recognize that and others think they're just the way they were when they were 25. But they're not, and that makes them insidiously dangerous. But why didn't that happen to you?

VR: Why …? Well, … one has to keep thinking about it.

WS: Why does it happen to people? 

VR: I think it's partly the pressure of a time in which anybody can lose their job and have nothing. And people mind having nothing. They mind that they might not be able to get good schooling for their children, that their children wouldn't have what they wanted them to have and what they should have. That's an enormous pressure. And it's been shown - loud and clear and in instance after instance - that you just shut up if you want to get anywhere. Right now, there's an enormous fear all round and people are facing the pressure that comes from not knowing what you can do about the situation you're living in. For example, how do you vote? Who do you vote for - … Who's going to change anything?

WS: …When you talk about being frightened, or shutting up if you want to get anywhere, it reminds me of how you have often presented yourself as a target. Or you've openly taken positions that have been not only hostile to the governments of England and America, but you've even offended people by seeming friendly to those they perceive as enemies. Have you been scared … that you were going to pay a price for that?

VR: Well, I've learned an awful lot, which has been one of the good things about all the vicissitudes. This question of knowing what sort of person you could become is very important, because the pressures and the corrupting influences are pretty strong. But I haven't had to face something that truly terrified me for quite a long time. I have continued to face quite a lot of situations that might frighten other people, but they haven't frightened me because I've known why I was doing what I was doing. And I think if you know why you must do something, that's a very big strength.

WS: There's an important intellectual component in that, isn't there?

VR: I think analyzing the problem is vital. And even if right away you don't know for sure what's the right thing to do, it's the only way you're going to arrive at the right thing to do, apart from the daily things you know you must help with. You know, thinking of Sarajevo, an awful lot of people wanted to help and just didn't know what the hell they could do, but as soon as you said what they could do, they did it on the spot. But many activists get destroyed because, through sheer pressure, they lose sight of analyzing the problem. They wear themselves out in the most wonderful way, but the thinking behind it will have gone, and they won't be lucky enough to be anywhere near someone who can make a contribution to analyzing the problem.

WS: I always think, I'll do my bit in thinking as far into the center of a thing as I can, and then someone else will be able to take it up and actually think something useful. Is that lazy of me? People have criticized me and asked, "What's the solution to the problem you raised?" My answer to that is, if you're persuaded by some of what I've said about the problem, maybe you'll think of a way of solving it.

VR: There's a very ancient and true philosophical basis to that: Ask the right questions if you're to find the right answers.

WS: That brings us back to the puzzling subject of theater, because drama can ask those questions, even drama from the past, like the play you're working on now, Antony and Cleopatra. But I always wonder, How can a play from the past have a bearing on the world we're living in today, which was never seen by the person who wrote the play? Or, how could some long-dead writer's examination of some piece of ancient history - ancient Rome, Egypt, whatever - have anything of importance to offer us, except possibly a few hours of escape from reality?

VR: It's been emphatically proved that even seeds that appear to have been dead - that is to say, were incapable of bearing life - for thousands of years, because of the conditions in which they were kept, can, given the appropriate conditions, suddenly bloom. So surely our history is like those seeds. The question is, How can they be activated? Under what circumstances? In whom? Where?

WS: Perhaps, then, a perfect theater should be seen as a greenhouse in which the blooming can happen and the past be activated.

VR: What makes us able to live can only happen - and we can only advance - with access to the past. How can I understand today if I know nothing about the Holocaust, nothing about Stalin? I can't. I can do a lot of thinking, but how can I understand things? I can't.

WS: Of course, there are some people and forces out there who are opposed to understanding. They don't want you to understand - or to help others understand.

VR: I would observe that Pol Pot-ism was about the belief that cultural knowledge was fundamentally destructive, and must be destroyed. The Cultural Revolution in China was another virulent and ghastly expression of that. There are also consistent government attacks on education in our part of the world. I really think - it's not just economics - that certain governments think that the poor are "the undeserving poor," that they're poor because they're evil, and taking it to an even more fundamentalist extent, that the poor shouldn't have knowledge! It's as if they think that educating people who are poor is a waste of our money, which we made, and with which we need to do more important things.

WS: There's a great fear of sprouting seeds, isn't there? I mean, if all the poor people really read all the books and saw all the plays, and understood them, and understood the past, they might realize certain things about their own condition and the injustice of the world. If you had a supereducated poor population, it could be terrifying for the privileged.

VR: You've only got to look at the amount of money that's being spent on prisons and what kind of conditions are prevailing in those prisons, and who is being rushed into them for the widest possible offenses, which arise right out of the social situations they are placed in. And that comes right back to the education issue.

WS: The people who run things are instinctively afraid of education, knowledge and understanding, because they're unconsciously worried that someday people will say, "Hey, why are we allowing these guys to run things? Is it possible they've been running them all along for their own benefit?" It's more advantageous to lock people up, to control and terrorize them. So less is spent on education and more and more on prisons. 

VR: And nobody will speak up. There is no political party, not one, which is telling things as they are.

WS: [I]n this country, we are horrified to see what's going on in England right now. Americans used to be able to point across the water and say, "The British Labour Party would never stand for this! … they wouldn't put up with these horrible things that are going on." Now the Labour Party is actually imitating the most degraded elements of the American political scene.

VR: Yes, the new Labour Party is absolutely dedicated to proving that it will be the most ruthless and the most "efficient" of all the parties. … [T]here's a new initiative in Britain called "Beat a Cheat," where people call up and inform on anyone they think might be committing a [social-service] fraud. It could be single parent who's scrubbing floors to make a bit of money and isn't paying income tax. It could be an illegal immigrant whose child you suspect shouldn't be in your child's school. Anything! And there's a special hot line for it, and an enormous advertising campaign behind it. About 400,000 telephone calls came in three months. Now, it might have been the same people ringing up morning, afternoon, and evening, so that could mean it was a dedicated little band of 50,000 or 25,000 informers infected with that Nazi vigilante spirit, but it's still horrifying. Another thing: People now also see ways of making money in a new line of careers that are opening up under privatization schemes. For example, Group 4, one of Britain's major security firms, has been put in charge of nursery-school inspection!

WS: Security firms inspecting nursery schools seems like a good metaphor for the moment we're living through, in which those with authority are trying to clamp down on change or on the thinking that might lead to change. Meanwhile, we theater people … are in a way the nursery schools' dangerous ringleaders, because we like to feel that the way we play is all about increasing and releasing thinking and questioning.

VR: The question is, How can we actually do it in such a way that it helps the people in the audience - that's both ourselves, when we're in the audience, and those who are always in the audience - to remove the cobwebs, or in some cases the cement, that prevents us all from being able to reach, actually reach, and touch things. … In theater terms, that means, What do you do to open up the conditions in which the whole thing - play, actors, audience - becomes activated now? With Antony and Cleopatra, I've gone in asking, first of all, "Why did Shakespeare write it? And why, for him, was it a tragedy?" That has to be answered, because I've never seen any production - and I've seen some wonderful actors and actresses in the play - that made me feel there was anything tragic about the whole thing at all. So to answer my question, I have to go into his - Shakespeare's - times, and then look at the times he was examining when he wrote the play. He was fantastically aware of so much, because he himself was living in such awful times. He and his contemporaries were absolutely shaking with the need to express how they saw a world in which everything was turned upside down. All the givens that had ruled for generations were gone. Shakespeare wrote Antony and Cleopatra after witnessing two failed coups d'etat in which he had seen some of his closest friends destroyed. And with that he saw the end of something he cherished deeply. The society Shakespeare knew was heading for tremendous change, and he seems to have recognized that and written about it in a coded way in Antony. I understand those codes, I think, partly because I've talked with people who've lived through times when everything had to be coded, like Moscow until perestroika and glasnost. It was code, code all the way. And those who knew those codes just translated them in their heads. Doing this play is, in a sense, like decoding. On the face of it, it's a play set in the last years of Antony and Cleopatra's lives during the last years of the Roman Republic. And you can't fault Shakespeare on anything; he got it all right. But that's not the issue really. The issue for him was, How do we rid ourselves of tyranny? How do we rid ourselves of an oppressive society? In Antony and Cleopatra you are shown the last flame of something that was wonderful and that resulted in some of the most extraordinary achievements in science, technology, and the arts, but which was also very corrupt and became more and more so. That last flame is embodied in Antony and Cleopatra and in the young Octavius Caesar, who is fueled by his own belief in the cause for which he is fighting. Shakespeare, amazingly, lets us see real people undergoing real processes, with real feelings. In this production, I want to try to reveal the tragedy I think Shakespeare is showing, which is that some human beings - now, then, anytime - act like barbarians. And yet they could be the opposite of that - it's just a hand's length away.

EXERCISES for Mission: Possible – Interview with actress Vanessa Redgrave
TEAM WORK. Work together (Think together, share your knowledge) to work out the meanings in this text (Only later, and/or perhaps at home, think about their connection to your own views on those topics). Don’t use a dictionary. Discuss meaning in your groups as you read or after you’ve read the text once. Ask only if there’s a plenary for those kind of questions. If there isn’t, you can look up words, expressions and cultural references later on, at home. 

Starting at the beginning…Initial Description

Describe this text: what kind of text it is, people involved, situation (time and place), purposes or topic(s)… 

TIP: The discussion of this question could take you 3’-7’ (10’ max. If you haven’t finished, just stop and finish at home, so you can continue with the following questions). After discussing what to say, jot down key words as a final outline you will all follow individually when you start to write your individual answers. Then everybody writes down the answer to this question. 
PLEASE: Just write when you know exactly WHAT (points) you are going to say and IN WHAT ORDER (outline) you are going to do so.This should take you 1-3’. Read your answers aloud quickly, just to check that everybody has written more or the less the same thing. 

Reading Comprehension Questions 

TIP: Try to contemplate the text from a panoramic distance! (skimming) I mean, the answers are not in one specific sentence. (You can mark with the number of the question all the areas in the text which can be used for building the answer.) Please read it all trying to understand the main points, skim the text. Then you can scan it to improve the accuracy of your answers to the questions.

1. According to Vanessa Redgrave’s words in this interview, what can be the role of Art in connection to Life or participation in life (activism)?

2. What is VR’s explanation for the interviewer’s assumption that people tend to change their beliefs in favor of becoming conservative as time goes by?

3. What is a source of strength for VR?

4. Why does VR mention prisons when they are talking about education?

5. Why did Shakespeare write Antony and Cleopatra, according to VR? Why do you think she is interested in producing this particular play today, instead of a more modern one?

On specific words

1. Why does the interviewer talk about pastry?

2. What does “sprouting seeds” refer to?
3. What does “Beat a Cheat” refer to? Set it in context, please. 
4. Vanessa Redgrave uses the British variety of English but the text has been written down by someone who uses the US American variety. What word keeps reminding us of that?
On human communication

Considering the ideas we can find in this text, would you say understanding those points depends on understanding a particular word or sentence? (Another way to put it, Is the construction of the message dependant on one sentence?)

