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volunteered for their small roles, and they are quite good enoug
in them. g
One decision Houseman and Mankiewicz had to mak
berween them was whether to use color or black-and-whire phi
tography. The latter was chosen, obviously, because of the stark
effect it gives. Another decision probably was to what extent th
possibilities of spectacle were to be exploited. Here a sort of com
promise seems to have resulted. Sets were built that were larg
spacious, and more stylized than realistic. “Quo Vadis™like view
of ancient Rome have been avoided, but the mob scenes are o
good size, numerically speaking. The dreary clanking on and off
stage of participants in the Battle of Philippi has been completel
avoided by the invention of a sort of ritualized battle sequenc
showing Antony’s army ambushing the forces of Brutus and Cas
sius. My largest complaint is about the music that accompanie
the action—it seems too much a mateer of simple drum beats and
the blare of crumpets, though on occasion the sounds do give
heightening effect.
I have heard all sorts of announcements about the way th
movie will be shown; at present it seems scheduled for wide screen
and stereophonic sound treatment, which was not the way I sa
or heard it. In New York it will have a two-a-day, reserved-seat
policy. That means the picture will be around for quite a while,
but I wouldn’t waste any time in getting tickets. Hollywood h
given us our money’s worth this time.

Isaac Asimov

{1920-1992)
The Immorial Bard

Science fiction writer Isaac Asimov’s most labored contribution to
Shakespeare studies was his nearly fifteen-hundred-page Asimovs Guide
to Shatkespeare, published in 1970—=2 popular volume that was merci-
lessly attacked by professional scholars {to whom Asimov, stung, replied
in an arricle entitled “Bill and 1" that ran in Fantasy and Science Fic-
tion). This collision between Shakespearcan amareurs and experts (and
by extension, between the belief that Shakespeare was fundamentally
a popular enterainer like Asimov himself or clse an elitist poer whose
phays could only properly be understood by English professors) had been
cannily anticipated by Asimov sixreen years earlier in his story “The
Immortal Bard] first published in the May 1954 issue of Universe
Science Fiction.
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“ H YES said Dr. Phineas Welch, “I can bring back the spirits
O of the illustrious dead.”

He was a lictle drunk, or maybe he wouldn’t have said iv. Of
course, it was perfectly all right to get a litle drunk at the annual
Christmas party.

Scott Robertson, the schools young English instructor,
adjusted his glasses and looked to right and left if to see they were
overheard. “Really, Dr. Welch”

“I mean it. And not just the spirits. I bring back the bodies,
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too.
“I wouldn't have said it were possible,” said Robertson primly.
“Why not? A simple matter of temporal transference.”
“You mean time travel? But that’s quite—uh—unusual.”
“Not if you know how.”
“Well, how, Dr. Welch?”
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“Think I'm going to tell you?” asked the physicist gravely. Iy,
looked vaguely abou for another drink and didn’t find any,
said, “I brought quite a few back. Archimedes, Newron, Galjle
Poor fellows

“Didn’t they like it here? I'should think they'd have bcen f
nated by our modern science,” said Robertson. He was begm
o en;oy the conversation.

“Oh, they were. They were. Especially Archimedes. I thou
he'd go mad with joy at first after I explained a little of it inso;
Greek I'd boned up on, but no—no——"

“What was wrong?”

“Just a different culeure. They couldn’t get used to our way

life. They gor terribly lonely and frightened. T had to send the
back.”

“That’s too bad.” .
“Yes. Great minds, but not flexible minds. Not universal.'S
wied Shakespeare.”
“What?" yelled Robertson. This was getting closer to home
“Don’t yell, my boy,” said Welch. “It’'s bad manners.”
“Did you say you brought back Shakespeare?”
“Idid. I needed someone with a universal mind; someone why
knew people well enough to be able to live with them centur
away from his own time. Shakespeare was the man. I've gbtili'
sign‘u:urc As a memento, you know.”
“On you?” asked Robertson, eyes bugging.
“Right hcre Welch fumbled in one vest pocket after anoth
“Ah, here it is”
A little piece of pasteboard was passed to the instructor. On
one side it said: “L. Klein & Sons, Wholesale Hardware.” On th
other side, in straggly script, was writeen, “Will™ Shaksper.”:
A wild surmise filled Robertson. “What did he look like?”
“Not like his pictures. Bald and an ugly mustache. He spok
in a thick brogue. Of course, I did my best to please him with
our times. I told him we thought highly of his plays and stil
put them on the boards. In fact, I said we thought they were th
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greatest pieces of lirerature in the English language, maybe in any
language.”

“Good. Good” said Robertson breathlessly.

“I said people had written volumes of commentaries on his
plays. Naturally he wanted to see one and I got one for him from
the [ibrary”

“And?”

“Oh, he was fascinated. Of course, he had trouble with the
current idioms and references to events since 1600, but I helped
out. Poor fellow. I don't think he ever expected such treatment.
He kept saying, ‘God ha’ mercy! What cannot be racked from
words in five centuries? One could wring, methinks, a flood from
a damp clout!”

“He wouldn’t say that”

“Why not? He wrote his plays as quickly as he could. He said
he had to on account of the deadlines. He wrote Hamfer in less
than six months. The plot was an old one. He just polished it up”

“That’s all they do to a telescope mirror. Just polish it up,” said
the English instructor indignantly.

The physicist disregarded him. He made out an untouched
cockeail on the bar some feet away and sidled toward it. “I vold the
immortal bard that we even gave college courses in Shakespeare.”

“I give one.”

“I know. I enrolled him in your evening extension course. I
never saw a man so eager to find out what posterity thought of
him as poor Bill was. He worked hard at ic.”

“You enrolled William Shakespeare in my course?” mumbled
Roberston. Even as an alcoholic fantasy, the thought staggered
him. And was it an alcoholic fantasy? He was beginning to recall
a bald man with a queer way of talking . . ...

“Not under his real name, of course,” said Dr. Welch. “Never
mind what he went under. It was a mistake, that’s all. A big mis-
take. Poor fellow” He had the cocktail now and shook his head
atit.

“Why was it a mistake? What happened?”
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“I had to send him back to 1600,” roared Welch indignane
“How much humiliation do you think a man can stand?” .-
“What humiliation are you ralking about?” =

Dr. Welch tossed off the cockeail. “Why, you poor simpletg
you flunked him?” '

x

John Berryman

(1914-1972)
Shakespeare’s Last Word: Justice and Redemption

The poet John Berryman wrote enough on Shakespeare to fill a large
book. Berryman had envisioned what he ultimately conceived of as a
“large psychosocial critical biography” to be called Shakespeares Reality,
and he had even been awarded a fellowship from the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities in 1971 to complete it, but the book remained
unfinished when Berryman took his own life the following year. The
scattered remains of his decades-long engagement with Shakespeare
were gathered by John Haffenden and published in 1999 as Berryman’s
Shakespeare. Shakespeare’s influence on Berryman’s poetry—especially
Huamler, the Sonnets, and Lear—was pervasive, not surprising in a writer
who observed thar “nearly all pitch and accent is in Shakespeare some-
where, the body of language not revealing but creating passion.” For
all that he wrote and reflected on Shakespeare over the years, he only
published one essay about him—*Shakespeare at Thirty"—during his
lifetime. Yet Berryman was always able to finish and publish his poetry;
Homage to Mistress Bradstreet as well as Dream Songs were complered
hard on the heels of his most intensive periods of Shakespeare research,
and were clearly shaped in complex ways by them. “Shakespeare’s Last
Word: Justice and Redemption,” along with a brief companion piece,
was posthumously published in 1976 in The Freedom of the Poet. Berry-
man turns his attention in this essay to Shakespeare’s “most personal”
and last solo-authored play, The Tempest. His friend and editor of that
collection, Robert Girous, guessed that it was written around 1962, John
Haffenden, who reprinted it, concluded that it was finished by 1955, and
I have followed his judgment here.

ot

! i "HE dramatist’s scene for The Tempest is an “y~-inhabited
island” somewhere in the Mediterranean where live the
exiled Duke of Milan, Prospero, his daughter Miranda, his slave
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