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    THE MURDERING OF MACBETH

If ever there had been an authentic performance of ‘Macbeth’  it was certainly not about to be re-enacted on that School stage. Nor had Shakespeare’s own dramatic imagination ever been beyond taking arbitrary liberties with the actualities of authentic history. Looking in upon a lesson of Henry Hollingworth to a sixth-form History class, one might learn a little of his outlook.

“Should history ever endeavour to deliver its drama in a dry-as-dust attire, its audience would inevitably accord it whatever dramatic dust-off it might deserve.  Master-minder of a morbid murder Macbeth may well have been.  But this was to prove much to the discomfiture of his conscience forever after.  For at least he had a conscience, and had never actually been a wholesale tyrant, having, in fact, ruled Scotland peaceably for over a decade-and-a-half, and not apparently in the role of the outright rogue as portrayed by the playwright.  And yet he was destined to deserve that due retribution which misappropriators of power had in every age earned for themselves by ignoring the simple but constantly recurring message that those who oppress others must themselves surely perish in perpetual dishonour.”

Pausing for breath, he went on, “Knowing no bounds or barriers of time or nationality,  persons of political potency from Julius Caesar to King Herod, Edward-the-First, Henry-the-Eighth, Oliver Cromwell, Naploleon Bonaparte, Joseph Stalin, Hirohito, Adolf Hitler, to name but a few, had all made their inglorious appearances on the stage of history. Many others would still be standing in the side-wings ready to make their own notorious appearances on the stage, bowing to initial applause, then proceeding to sacrifice innocent men and women in their millions, all for their own misguided glory and political ambition.  - With oppressors such as these could one never compare Macbeth whose murderous misdemeanours were minimal.  But he met his deserts all the same, having been defeated and slain in a battle subsequently led by the son of King Duncan,  the man whose murder he had master-minded. Read the play for yourselves, or come and see it.” 

Adapted,  revised,  re-vamped,  up-dated,  down-graded,  up-graded, expurgated,  simplified,  re-located,  super-Scotified, scenically re-set, minimally modernised, musically mis-accompanied, re-cast, re-choreographed, re-produced, - all these liberties were freely taken without anyone bothering about author or authenticity. Had Shakespeare been accorded a personal place of honour in the audience, he would surely have wondered exactly where he was and whose work he was watching.  For ‘Macbeth’ as a play, from the day of its first performance, had kept appearing and re-appearing in whatever guise might suit the circumstances.  As far as the team of teachers about to present the project were concerned, they were just doing ‘Macbeth,’ and doing their best to do it justice.

Posters prepared in the Art-Department appropriately proclaimed it as ‘MACBETH or AS YOU LIKE IT.’ And yet, - unchanged, as for all time, was the moral message it had never ceased delivering. One major consolation for Charles Eaves was that his polished performance was going to earn him election as Head-Boy of the School, even though, in the part he played of that ‘dodgy character’ Macbeth, he was to lose his head in battle, not once, but on three consecutive nights. Meanwhile the stage was being prepared, - costumes, orchestra, scenery, lighting, rehearsing.

Charles, when offered a fitting costume for his part, declined, saying that he already had one that fitted him perfectly. With this he attired himself.  It would have first been seen at a dress-rehearsal, but not quite. Those members of the cast who had been to the summer camp remarked that the light blue frock-coat with shiny brass buttons and the white pantaloons looked more than a little familiar.  Charles would never disclose from whence the outfit had come or how he had acquired it, but when pressed by Stephen Stewart, he curtly replied, “It’s a borrowed ’un.”

“Borodin, of course!” said Stephen excitedly as if he had just discovered something. “Second Symphony!  Just the very thing I’m looking for as an Overture, the third movement I think, just to set the scene so to speak.  Our fiddlers will manage nae bother to play that spooky-sounding pizzicato passage, even though, of course, it will take a bit of pluck to perform.”

“But Borodin was hardly a Scots composer, was he?” suggested Stephanie who was hovering around helping in this and that, although her official task was sewn-up with the costumes.

“And neither was Berlioz, but we’re doing a bit of his ‘Symphonie Fantastique’ all the same.  It should ring a bell with those who know the play, provided it rings at the right place, and that particular part’s called ‘March to the Scaffold.’ You must know perfectly well that music knows no nationalistic frontiers, and we’re having another Froggie composer, by the way, called Saint-​Saens who wrote great stuff, including ‘Danse Macbeth,’- just the right atmosphere for the Macabre.” Stephen in his excitement was getting a little confused with his terms.

“Oh but the ‘Peer Gynt’ of Grieg sounded great when the girls did their devilish dance round the camp-fire that night.  Why can’t we have that again, Stephen? – ‘Hall of the Mountain King’?”

“These dainty dancers would deign to dance to anything, but maybe that’s just the music with ‘witch’ we can open the scene. They’ll do the dance before they get the chance to cause toil and trouble around their bubbling cauldron.”

“It’s up to you, you’re the man in charge! No orchestra can have two conductors. What do you think, Henry?” said Stephanie.

“Sorry, I wasn’t listening, but yes,” replied Henry.  “I’m sure one of you is right. Good thing we had that rehearsal at the camp-fire in Scotland! - Same girls dressed in grass skirts?”

“No no! This time you’ll see the same girls all draped in black, with long finger-nails and pointed hats. They’ll just love it! ’Scuse me while I go and help this one with her black stockings.”

“I'm the stocking-fitter around her!” said Henry with a hee​haw. “Who's Lady Macbeth by the way? I could maybe manage hers.”

“Well she’s a Fifth-form girl, and you can jolly-well keep your hands off her stockings, you old scoundrel! Besides Macbeth would murder you if you as much as touched her.” Warned Stephanie. “He’s already got enough on his hands with assassinating Duncan.” 

“Hey-presto!” shouted Desmond Dempsey as he suddenly swisssshed a pair of back-stage curtains apart. Up to that moment the scenery behind them had remained a closely-curtained secret, and his Fifth-form pupils, working away with their brushes and pots of powder-paint, had always been hidden behind the big proscenium curtain.  So that virtual replica of the ruined Perthshire castle with its tree-lined avenue and its blue-moonlit sky was an exciting revelation which, at the same time, won an instant recognition.  Everyone gave Desmond’s masterpiece a hearty round of applause, and as a blue-and-white clad Charles Eaves swaggered to centre-stage, they all spontaneously shouted “Hail Macbeth!”

So far, so good, but the curtains had not yet opened upon the first performance. The History and the English teachers had also been working well together as joint producers, and both of them seemed to be keeping everyone under control, including, almost, themselves. Well  known  to  creative  artists  of  all  kinds, however,  are nocturnal  nightmares  in anticipation of  diurnal ones. Very often the nightmares of the night-before mean next to nothing, and may be safely ignored. More often it is the nightmares of the day-time that mean everything, and must be safely put to rights, - better still prepared-against in advance.

One such anticipated snag was a current threat of cuts in electrical supplies.  At that particular epoch in mankind's bizarre history, these were scheduled for peak times in the evenings until certain pay-demands were satisfied. Historical Henry had no more control over the strikers than Mr Morris used to have over the former Maths-master now safely re-employed to irritate quite another headmaster.

But, quite by co-incidence, Desmond Dempsey had been raking around in a local scrap-yard for a second-hand kitchen-cabinet, as he would not expect to find a new one there.  What he did most unexpectedly find,  however,  staring  him  in  the  face,  was something else which no one would ever expect to find in a scrap​yard. Three enormous shiny reflectors which had once hung over operating-tables in a hospital theatre, now no longer operative, were for sale at a give-away price, and were nearly being given away gratis as no one else had ever seemed to require them.

“Just the thing!” thought Desmond who was almost paid for removing them. “They’ll soon be operating again in quite another kind of theatre!”

As transport by bicycle was going to present problems, he humbly apologised to the Land-Rover-owner on the staff for having so firmly taken the side of the cycling fanatics.  Luckily the Land-​Rover owner agreed to uplift the reflectors, kindly turning down Desmond’s offer to pay for the petrol as his vehicle drank diesel.

Those reflectors Henry helped to hoist on high in the hall in strategic positions, then descended to the store in the cellar to collect from his own camping equipment four Tilley-lamps which had last shed light on that previous performance in Scotland. Two others he managed to scrounge from the School Maintenance ​Manager who kept them for emergencies.  That made a total of six. With two such lamps each suspended before the three enormous reflectors, there would he enough light for everybody. The power-cuts would now have little effect even though one should chance to occur in the middle of the show, as had been threatened.

Stephen Stewart had cadged candles from the Community Chapel and collected clamps from the Chemistry Laboratory to secure them to retort-stands.  Thus musical scores would continue to be followed without falter.  He even found a seven-branch candelabrum marked with a Star-of-David which had been presented to the Rector by a grateful friend who had decided to transfer his loyalties.  This would be just the thing for illuminating his conductor’s rostrum at high level, as the music was to be the highlight of the show.

Young Richard Horridge’s anti-midge machine was invited along with its inventor to function from behind the stage side-flaps, not for attracting midges any more, nor for sucking skirts into its conical inlets, but, by being put into reverse-gear, for wafting wind upon the witch-scenes.  It was also going to prove quite indispensable for creating sonic wind-effects when wanted.

These, and countless other concerns of every department had all been scrupulously seen-to in advance, and each departmental chief could now retire to bed the night before, and dream of success.

NIGHTMARE OF THE NIGHT BEFORE

CRYPTIC
Although those teachers did their best.

CRITICS
What would the critics say


When writing in the local press


Upon the following day?


“Produced by Henry Hollingworth


And Ebenezer Ellis 


This play of most appalling worth


With actors over-zealous -

NO REPEAT
Was advertised as being ‘Macbeth’

PERFORMANCE
Sub-titled ‘As You Like It,’


But certainly gave folk no faith


Nor confidence invited 


That one may see two further nights,


The first more than enough! 


Being quite beyond being put to rights


Incorrigible stuff!”

UNKIND
And yet an audience distinguished 

CUTS
Crammed full that hall, - a packed one,


Till all at once the lights extinguished 


In mid-scene during Act-one,


An actor shouted in harsh call 


“Confounded power-cuts! These are


The most unkindest cuts of all!” 


(Misquoting Julius Caesar).

FRIGID
The lanterns Henry had suspended 

AUDIENCE
In place with high precision


Had not been lit as was intended 


So hence no Tilley-vision.


The heating-system, though oil-fired 


Through panels by the dozen


Electrically being supplied 


Cut out and left folk frozen.

ACCIDENTS
On strike had gone the town’s bus drivers 

AND STRIKES
With other trades contemporary


So half the cast were late arrivers 


First act being played extempore.


The dance of witches got mixed up 


With that of Tam O’Shanter’s,


One lassie acting Cutty Sark 


Displayed no under-panters.

STAGE
Another kicked the boiling cauldron 

FRIGHTS
When nobody was thinking,


So poured on adults and on children


Its horrid contents stinking!


They claimed it stained each costume such 


That they’d require replacement


The seamstress said ‘t’would cost too much, 


Seemed stressed at their amazement.

MUSICAL
The instrumentalists so skilled 

MISHAPS
Sustained by Joe Stakovicz


Lost music-sheets by wind which filled 


The hall, thanks to Dick Horridge,


Whose wind-machine fanned flames of fire 


By candle-light provided


So set those manuscripts on hire 


Disastrously ignited.

INVISIBLE
Macduff’s bold army made advances

INVASION
To conquer Dunsinane


All hid behind those hacked-down branches. 


They said “Macduff’s inane


For never having sought permission 


To steal from Birnam Wood


That which the Forestry Commission 


Might sell as burning-wood.”

SORDID
One swordsman struck as Desmond fainted

DEEDS
Right through that canvas castle


Which he painstakingly had painted; 


Another swordsman, such a rascal,


Had aimed his sword to kill Macbeth. 


But how it deeply sank, oh!


Inflicting cruel and instant death 


Right through the ghost of Banquo.

EXEUNT
Two trap-doors, shut for half an age

ACTORS
Abruptly open flew,


To swallow everyone on stage; 


The whole show thus fell through!


But next day as arose the dawn 


It dawned on Henry waking


Are those stage-curtains not my own? 


Or are my eyes mistaken?





(THEN HE WOKE UP!)




********************

As it was, everything went exactly according to plan on the actual night. The Reverend Rector David and Reverend Mother Margaret were accorded side-by-side places of honour in the very centre of the front row of the stalls.  One had suggested to the other that, in full public view, they would have to he on their very  best  behaviour,  though  they  may  well  have  personally preferred their places to have been reserved in the back row of the balcony.   Thus personally disappointed, but with a show of their own in possible prospect, they would not be seeing ‘Macbeth’ again on the next two nights.  As no one else, however, had been disappointed in the slightest, THE SHOW WENT ON for the three nights planned, even if there was to be no ‘TWELFTH NIGHT.’

Charles Eaves managed to keep the head throughout, though relying heavily on the papier-maché replica which had been held on high as a replacement, or as a grim warning to kindred king-killers.

His girl-friend Dorothy from the Fifth-form had also been on fine form on stage as Lady Macbeth, but had been seen to suffer somewhat from depression due to a slightly uneasy conscience, somnambulism, and recurring hallucinations, and kept attempting to eradicate imaginary spots from her hands.  Charles, however, had been more intent upon cultivating the art of being handy at talent-spotting, and preferred referring to her as ‘Dot’ rather than ‘Spot’ in order to distinguish her from his pet Dalmatian who had managed to acquire the latter pet-name right from birth.

The whole undertaking had the effect of bringing the School, the Staff, parents, and Pupils together as never before, and even re​inforced the odd romance, some being odder than others.  No one would  earn  top-marks  in  some  guessing-game  as  to who would thenceforth be leading whom down the school entrance-driveway and thence up their own garden-path.   Everyone took it for granted that Charles had a soft-spot for Dorothy.  Everyone knew that Stephen was going about in tandem with Janet, that Stephanie was chasing Henry who had never been chaste in his life before, that Desmond was being absolutely loyal to Wendy whom he had been courting ever since their marriage as they had never found time to cut the cake before their wedding-day.   No one ever knew anything about Mr Donald Dobson the Deputy Head (boys),  as he invariably kept his private affairs to himself. The Headmaster, Mr Morris, had become something of a hermit when he was not being constantly harassed by people.   His marital affairs remained a close-guarded secret, so concerned nobody.  

Various other members of staff were either too numerous or too nondescript for anyone to know or care about.  Several of them belonged to that Community so devoted to the care of others, that they devoted little thought to their own needs.   The Reverend Rector whom people would call ‘Father’ had taken vows which had the effect of denying him fatherhood, though without depriving him of the physical potential, and Reverend Mother had taken vows which denied her the status of motherhood, so a hooded ‘mother’ substitute-status had to suffice. No one had ever guessed that the two last-named, sneaking off after the show, supposedly, to their separate homes, had long since languished for one single home they could share together ; that each,  instead of taking charge of a separate Community, could both more satisfyingly take charge of a communally shared family.
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