
Unraveling the Magic: From Performing King
Lear with Gielgud to Russell Beale's Modern
Interpretation
King Lear, one of William Shakespeare's greatest tragedies, has been performed
countless times since its creation in the early 17th century. Over the years,
different actors and directors have approached the play with their unique
interpretations, breathing new life into the timeless tale of family, betrayal, and
madness. Among the most notable renditions of King Lear are those by Sir John
Gielgud and Simon Russell Beale, both legendary actors who captured the
essence of Lear's complexity and pushed the boundaries of performance art.

The Grand Maestro: Sir John Gielgud

Sir John Gielgud's portrayal of King Lear in the mid-20th century is regarded as
one of the greatest interpretations of the character. Gielgud brought a classical
sensibility to the role, highlighting the profound emotional depth of Lear's journey
from a proud and powerful king to a grief-stricken and mad old man.

Donning regal costumes and commanding the stage with his rich baritone voice,
Gielgud's portrayal embodied the Shakespearean tradition, emphasizing the royal
stature and authority of King Lear. His performance resonated with audiences,
capturing the tragic essence of betrayal and familial discord that lies at the heart
of the play.
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One of Gielgud's most astonishing scenes was the storm scene, where Lear,
abandoned and unhinged, confronts the destructive elements of nature. Gielgud's
raw emotion and physicality during this scene left audiences spellbound,
emphasizing the fragility of human existence and the relentless power of the
storm within Lear's tormented mind.

Gielgud's production of King Lear toured internationally, serving as a benchmark
for subsequent renditions. His dedication to the text and meticulous attention to
every line and gesture left an indelible mark on the history of Shakespearean
theater.

A Contemporary King Lear: Simon Russell Beale's Reign

In recent decades, Simon Russell Beale has emerged as a leading actor in British
theater, renowned for his versatile and formidable performances. His
interpretation of King Lear in 2014 brought a modern and psychologically
nuanced portrayal to the character, pushing the boundaries of traditional
Shakespearean performance.
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Russell Beale's Lear was fragile and introspective, embodying the complexities of
mental decline and vulnerability in old age. Rejecting the grandiosity associated
with Gielgud's portrayal, Russell Beale focused on the inner turmoil of the
character, exposing the raw emotions and inner conflicts that define Lear's
descent into madness.

One of the most memorable moments in Russell Beale's portrayal was his
famous "Nothing will come of nothing" speech, delivered with a sense of
suppressed rage and anguish. This rendition showcased Russell Beale's ability to
captivate the audience through subtle gestures and emotional intensity, proving
that Shakespeare's words can resonate even in a modern context.

Russell Beale's production of King Lear received critical acclaim for its
contemporary relevance, addressing the themes of power, identity, and family
dynamics in a way that resonated with audiences of all ages. He demonstrated
that King Lear, at its core, remains a timeless exploration of human nature and
the destructive consequences of pride.

The Evolution of an Iconic Role

King Lear has remained a challenging and sought-after role for actors throughout
the centuries. The interpretations by Gielgud and Russell Beale represent the
evolution of Shakespearean performance, showcasing the transformative power
of interpretation and the timeless relevance of the play.

While Gielgud's portrayal embraced the grandeur and epic scale of
Shakespearean theater, Russell Beale's approach delved into the inner psyche of
King Lear, exploring the darker and more intimate aspects of the character. Both
actors brought their unique insights and artistic sensibilities, reinventing Lear for
their respective generations.



From Gielgud to Russell Beale, King Lear continues to captivate audiences and
challenge actors to strive for deeper understanding and innovative performances.
The magic lies in the ability of these actors to embody the multi-faceted nature of
Shakespeare's tragic king, offering new perspectives and interpretations while
honoring the rich history of the character.

Performing King Lear is a Herculean task for any actor. Sir John Gielgud and
Simon Russell Beale are among the few who have succeeded in leaving an
indelible mark on Shakespearean theater through their portrayals. Gielgud's
captivating regality and Russell Beale's introspective vulnerability showcase the
diversity of talent and artistic interpretation that made King Lear a Shakespearean
masterpiece.

Regardless of the interpretation, King Lear will continue to attract actors and
audiences alike, offering a profound exploration of human nature, power, and the
consequences of unchecked pride. As theater lives on, future generations will
undoubtedly bring new life and interpretations to this timeless tragedy, paying
homage to the legacy and brilliance of Gielgud, Russell Beale, and all those who
have illuminated King Lear's tangled journey.
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King Lear is arguably the most complex and demanding play in the whole of
Shakespeare. Once thought impossible to stage, today it is performed with
increasing frequency, both in Britain and America. It has been staged more often
in the last fifty years than in the previous 350 years of its performance history, its
bleak message clearly chiming in with the growing harshness, cruelty and
violence of the modern world.

Performing King Lear offers a very different and practical perspective from most
studies of the play, being centred firmly on the reality of creation and
performance. The book is based on Jonathan Croall's unique interviews with
twenty of the most distinguished actors to have undertaken this daunting role
during the last forty years, including Donald Sinden, Tim Pigott-Smith, Timothy
West, Julian Glover, Oliver Ford Davies, Derek Jacobi, Christopher Plummer,
Michael Pennington, Brian Cox and Simon Russell Beale.

He has also talked to two dozen leading directors who have staged the play in
London, Stratford and elsewhere. Among them are Nicholas Hytner, David Hare,
Kenneth Branagh, Adrian Noble, Deborah Warner, Jonathan Miller and Dominic
Dromgoole. Each reveals in precise and absorbing detail how they have dealt
with the formidable challenge of interpreting and staging Shakespeare's great
tragedy.
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