Shakespeare’s Latest Makeover
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Tom Ellis and Reese Madigan in “Richard II”

Richard II at the Brooklyn Lyceum

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 9/17/02

By RICK PALLEY

Remember life Before the Sopranos?

What with all the media hype and water-cooler talk about the hotly anticipated fourth season, who could blame you if you didn’t?

Fortunately the show, a genuine triple-threat of great acting, even better writing, and crafty directing, actually lives up to the hype.

But if there’s one single feature that makes the Sopranos such a standout it is its layered, realistic characters. 

Take Tony Soprano. Other shows might have portrayed him simply as a two-dimensional tough guy with a heart-of-gold. 

Sopranos’ producer David Chase has instead chosen to reveal all his flaws, weaknesses, and strengths -- the complicated portrait of a man who one minute is wrapped up looking after his kids, and the next is planning to kill someone who betrayed him. 

Of course, Chase isn’t the first one to successfully pull that off.

William Shakespeare did a pretty good job of stocking his plays with believable yet complex characters around 400 years or so ago, and folks have been revisiting (and updating) his work ever since.

Jeff Subik’s new production of Richard II at the Brooklyn Lyceum is a prime example of this trend.

Subik and director/lead Tom Ellis decided to leave Shakespeare’s dialogue alone, and instead concentrate on modernizing the play’s dress, music, and mannerisms. 

The updated costumes include trim black pseudo-military-looking jackets and matching berets for the men and “Cabaret”-style garters and torn stockings for the women. Befitting their modern dress, the cast sometimes enters scenes to prerecorded rock music by groups such as Radiohead.

The set is minimal; a chair here, a couple of risers there. The effect concentrates the viewer’s attention on the actors. A balcony that runs the length of the Lyceum’s back wall handily serves as a castle wall at one point.

Subik and Ellis have, in an effort to shorten the play and streamline things a bit, also melded some characters together, reducing the cast to a total of 15 actors. 

One thing they didn’t change was the language, which Subik sees as more of a means to convey the story than an end in itself.

“I don’t think it’s all about the beauty of the words; I think it’s about the emotion and the interaction between humans on stage,” Subik said.

While the changes for the most part work (I’m not so sure about that Superman t-shirt Ellis wears at one point), it is the timeless story of Richard II’s fatally flawed character, caught in a doomed struggle to remain in power, that ultimately holds the viewer.

Shakespeare portrays Richard II as a narcissist, a victim of his own considerable charm. Thinking himself the center of the universe, he acts without serious consideration of the consequences.

Case in point: He banishes Thomas Mowbray and Henry Bolingbroke under the pretense of preventing bloodshed, later seizing the estate of Bolingbroke’s  departed father, John of Gaunt, to finance a war with the Irish. That chain of events sets up the inevitable return of Bolingbroke to usurp Richard’s throne and ultimately results in Richard II’s death.

Ellis and Reese Madigan play well against each other as the central adversaries in the tale. As Richard II, the bald, goateed Ellis has a quiet intensity early on that builds as the king realizes he has lost everything. 

Madigan, a veteran of numerous Shakespearean productions at The Public Theater, makes a great Bolingbroke; we can sense his ambivalence, his reluctance to unseat the king, even though wronged by him.

Bolingbroke’s father, the ailing John Of Gaunt, is played persuasively by the reedy Robert Wilson Hancock.

It is Gaunt who, while describing his beloved England, utters one of Shakespeare’s most famous speeches: 

                                              This other Eden, demi-paradise, 
                                              This fortress built by nature for herself 
                                              Against infection and the hand of war, 
                                              This happy breed of men, this little world, 
                                              This precious stone set in the silver sea, 
                                               Which serves it in the office of a wall.

As charming as the king is, it is the dying Gaunt who comes across as the stronger of the two when they meet on stage, an indication of Richard II’s essential weakness as a character.

Jeff Subik’s production of Richard II will play Thursdays through Sundays for the remainder of September at the Brooklyn Lyceum, 227 4th Avenue. For info call (718) 398-7301 or visit www.Gowanus.com

