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The Comedy of Errors
By William Shakespeare

Director’s Cut – Interview with Paul Hunter
Paul Hunter’s Biography

Paul Hunter studied drama at Middlesex College where he and Hayley Carmichael decided to set up their own theatre company, an ambition finally realised in 1993 with Told by an Idiot when they took their first production, On the Verge of Exploding, to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival.  They have since build up the company’s reputation and stature by ‘celebrating and revelling in a style of theatre that is bigger than life’. Paul is a winner of the Jerwood Young Vic Award for directing and his many directing credits include Beauty and the Beast (Warwick Arts Centre, Lyric Hammersmith), Casanova (Lyric Hammersmith), A Little Fantasy (Soho Theatre), Shoot me in the Heart (The Gate) and I Weep at my Piano (BAC). He was associate director of Bolton Octagon between 2005 and 2008. Productions there included The Beauty Queen of Leenane (Winner of Best Production, Manchester Evening News Awards). Recent directing credits include Signour Carras Rifles (Young Vic), The Opium Eaters (Brouhaha), The Underpants (Hope Street Liverpool), Light is Light (Brouhaha) and the Young People’s Shakespeare The Comedy of Errors (2009) for the RSC, discussed here. 
The Interview
What setting did you and your designer choose for the play?
We were influenced by the films of a Yugoslavian film director called Emir Kusturica, and although we weren’t specifically trying to recreate his world, there was something about the energy of his films like Black Cat White Cat and Underground, which all take place in Yugoslavia from the Second World War through to the present day, which we wanted to use... and also the fact a lot of his work is set by the sea, the water is very present, as are people arriving and travelling. 
The Comedy of Errors is unusual among Shakespeare’s plays in obeying the classical unities of time and place (one day, one location): what sort of constraints and opportunities followed from this? 

I found that idea very liberating. Because the play fundamentally works in spirit of confusion and mistakes, that for me became enhanced and more interesting because of the fact that it is played out within one day and one place. What Shakespeare does brilliantly is intensify what the play is working on, like the idea of these confusions escalating, which wouldn’t have such power if they were more spread out, they would become more diluted. 
Twins are visually indistinguishable – that’s the basis of the comedy – but did you and your actors discover big differences of character between the Antipholus boys?
Yes, I suppose we did. My starting point and approach was very much physical, as it is with all the work I do, so even though we were looking at this wonderful play, the starting point was much more about how the twins are physically, and trying to learn about their characters from what they do. So those differences emerged through playing and through action, rather than through discussion. There was a moment when we wanted Antipholus of Ephesus, the one who is ostensibly ‘at home’, to appear earlier than he actually does in Shakespeare’s play, so that the audience would visually get an image of the two twins right at the top of the play. They don’t see each other, but we see them, and as an audience you go, ‘Ah yes, there they are’, rather than waiting for a while for the entrance of Antipholus of Ephesus. By doing that it also showed quite a difference in their personalities, because Antipholus of Ephesus in some ways is revealed to be a bit of a showman (although maybe not when his wife’s around!). In our production you saw him doing a stupid routine playing spoons, and the band onstage loved him, but the other Antipholus [of Syracuse] who arrived couldn’t play them at all – he’s less of a showman in that sense. So rather than it being discussed, it tended to emerge through improvising and playing with situations.  
And the Dromios?
I think in a sense that emerges more clearly through the text, in that even though it’s very confusing for Dromio of Syracuse, in some ways part of the difference is that it felt even more confusing for Dromio of Ephesus, who lives there – locked out of his own house, beaten so repeatedly for things he doesn’t quite understand – so I think those differences came more from their experiences in the story.  
Very often the chaos and mistaken identity in The Comedy of Errors lends itself to the farcical. To what extent did you exploit this within your production?
Very definitely, and it’s partly why I was drawn to it when I was asked to do it. Some people might argue that it’s one of Shakespeare’s most comedic plays, in the sense that the situation, and to a certain extent the characters, are almost completely out of the world of commedia  dell’arte, which is the style of theatre that farce emerged out of. I was very keen to embrace that, and we spent a lot of time exploring and pushing that as far as we possibly could. So ultimately, for me, as long as the actors are committed to what they are doing, and ironically, that they’re serious about what they’re doing – in some ways more serious than normal, because they have to be deadly serious about the situation for us to find it funny – then we’re able to push it quite far. So, for instance, when the Abbess comes on dressed up in full nun’s habit and tries to quieten everybody down, she stamps her feet, and by stamping her feet this develops into a tap-dance, which the whole company joins in with. And that for me is symptomatic of what this production is about... We kept talking about how Ephesus is a world which is infected by a madness, and the arrival of these two sets of twins turns the world mad for twenty-four hours. So yes, we definitely embraced that side of it. 
The women in the play can be seen to embody female archetypes – the shrewish wife, the idealistic maid, the whore, the nun. Did you find it difficult in your production to make these parts more rounded characters, or did the stereotypes add to the comedy?
I think there’s something quite pure about the fact that those archetypes are there. Now obviously I think because of the actors I had and the work we did that it hopefully becomes more detailed and rounded as you explore the play, but I certainly embraced the types they were, because you’re right, they are types ... They are there and from my point of view it would be foolish to ignore that, or, to a certain extent, to try to apply too much psychology to that, because a lot of the fun in the play comes from quite simple interactions; they just happen to go wrong. 
Law and order frame the play through the words of the Duke, but in your production to what extent did this framing device serve to make order of the prior chaos?
When the play opens there is a man about to be put to death, and I thought we’ve got to absolutely believe in this. Even though our world was stylistically influenced by this Eastern European, slightly carnivalesque world of the Kusturica films, I felt it was very important that we all committed to the idea that someone is about to lose his life, because this is a world where one man has power over life and death – the Duke. So we found our own way of reflecting that, but it was something that I felt was very important. I suppose the biggest thing that we did in that opening section was related to the fact that I felt it was very important that you saw this back-story, rather than it just being related by Egeon in a big speech. For me it needed to feel more cinematic, that as he started to speak we then saw this story unfold. Not just because it was a young audience, but also it’s a great big long speech at the beginning of a play, and I know myself sometimes that if a play starts with a long speech I can easily go , ‘What’s happening? What’s he talking about? What’s that?’ And I didn’t want to lose the audience at the beginning at all. 
And what about the repeated mentions of the supernatural? Was this mysticism an intrinsic part of your world of Ephesus or simply a turn of phrase to explain away disorder?
When we looked at the script I kept saying to the actors, ‘I think where possible, unless we have very good reason, we should take everything that people say absolutely literally.’ So when Dromio of Syracuse is talking about this place which is full of witches – ‘witches do inhabit here’ – the characters absolutely have to believe that. So in a sense, even though we possibly could have pushed that further, again it’s a bit like the law and order question, for me it has to be tangible, it has to be something creditable. So the visual world we created had to be a world where you believe that people buy into the supernatural, and that it is not strange. We talked about when Antipholus of Syracuse and Dromio of Syracuse arrive, they have obviously been told in their country that this is a dangerous, magical, strange place, and like everything in the play I think it’s very important to commit to that. 
Antipholus of Syracuse describes himself at the beginning of the play as ‘like a drop of water / That in the ocean seeks another drop’. Did your production seek to resolve this sense of isolation in the familial reconciliation at the end of the play? 
I think there’s a certain moment, particularly in plays like this, where characters end up telling other characters things that we already know as an audience. Because of the way the plot works, you reach a point two thirds of the way through where things are being retold. Part of our challenge was to be as witty and inventive about how we retold that information, so the audience aren’t going, ‘Yes we know that, we know that...’ Then you get to the final sequence where everyone comes on, and the audience of course already know what’s happening, so in the last third of the play we really challenged ourselves. Wherever there was repetition of information we almost said to ourselves ‘Let’s try and do each one of these in a different style.’ So when the Courtesan recounts what’s happened to her it became a very bluesy, box-office number with the whole company, and a puppet show played out when Adriana tells the Duke what’s happened. But when it came to that final moment of reconciliation, again I felt it was important, even though it had been a mad, mad world, that there was genuine heart in all these reconciliations: when the Abbess meets her husband, the reunion of the twins. For me it was committing to that and building towards the final reconciliation, which I found very touching, when the two Dromios are left alone and everyone else has gone in to dinner. I suppose in one sense we tried to be very simple with that, but very honest about it, without trying to change the play into something else. What’s there in the play is a story of reconciliation and people coming together again.  
Taken from William Shakespeare– The Comedy of Errors edited by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen published in 2011 by Macmillan Publishers LTD (p.115 – 131)
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