Plum, Shakespeare and the Cat Chap

(adapted from “Louder & Funnier” by Paul Kent)

BERTIE (JOHN):
Yes, I recall the Sipperley case, Jeeves. He couldn’t bring himself to the scratch. A marked coldness of the feet, was there not? I recollect you saying he was letting – what was it? – letting something do something. Cats entered into it, if I am not mistaken.

JEEVES (PETER):
“Letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would’,” sir.

BERTIE:
That’s right. But what about the cats?

JEEVES:
“Like the poor cat I’ the adage”, sir.

BERTIE:
Exactly. It beats me how you think up these things.

NARRATOR (PAUL): Of course, it wasn’t Jeeves who thinks up these things – it was a quote from William Shakespeare’s “Macbeth”, in which Lady M is taunting her husband for dithering about murdering King Duncan and climbing on board the throne of Scotland. Shakespeare was a writer whom even Wodehouse acknowledged as “the Master”. “Shakespeare's stuff is different from mine”, he once noted, “but that is not to say that it is inferior.” Indeed his copy of the complete works of Shakespeare was one of only two books he took with him when interned by the Germans in 1940 – the other being an edition of Tennyson. References and allusions to Shakespeare’s work pepper Wodehouse’s novels and stories – in “The Code of the Woosters” alone, Shakespeare pops up on pages 32, 33, 34, 51, 63, 73, 104, 140, 182, 201 and 237 of my Penguin reprinted edition of 1983. And of course it’s Bertie who is the master of mangling and misquoting Shakespeare’s deathless writing. My particular favourite occurs when he once more fails to recollect the name of the famous Scottish regicide: in Bertie’s perplexed psychology, Macbeth simply becomes “the cat chap”. 

And then there’s this wonderful observation:

BERTIE (JOHN):
I'm not absolutely certain of my facts, but I rather fancy it's Shakespeare or, if not, some equally brainy bird, who says that it's always just when a fellow is feeling particularly braced with things in general that fate sneaks up behind him with the bit of lead piping.

NARRATOR (PAUL): And there’s plenty more where that came from. When Bertie is perplexed by the precise meaning of Jeeves’s reference to “quills upon the fretful porpentine” (as spoken by the ghost in “Hamlet”), he ventures the opinion that:

BERTIE JOHN):
I suppose half the time Shakespeare just shoved down anything that came into his head.

NARRATOR: In general, it’s “Macbeth” and “Hamlet” that seem to bear the brunt of Bertie’s befuddlement. But in “Something Fresh”, in which Blandings makes its debut, there are 12 Shakespeare references, among which are allusions to such lesser-known works as “King John” and “Henry VI Part 3” – so there can be little doubt that Wodehouse’s Shakespeare was well-thumbed – and that he was a pretty brainy bird himself.

And then he wrote what we’re going to hear this evening. Entitled “An Outline of Shakespeare”, it was collected in the volume “Louder and Funnier”, having originally appeared as an article in the American magazine “Vanity Fair”. In it, Wodehouse addresses the vexed issue of whether Shakespeare actually wrote the plays usually attributed to him. And performing it for us tonight are a particularly wonderful bunch of thesps . . .  Lucy Tregear, Peter Wear and John Voce.

WODEHOUSE (PETER): There are two sharply divided schools of thought regarding Shakespeare. 

The larger of these two schools reverences him as the author of the plays that bear his name. And it will, I think, be admitted, that nothing could be fairer than that.

But there is a carping minority who hold that he did not write them at all, but simply lent his name to a limited company consisting of Sir Francis Bacon, Sir Walter Raleigh, the Earl of Oxford, the Earl of Essex, Queen Elizabeth, Mr Gordon Selfridge, and the second girl from the end in the front row of the chorus of the Merry Widow Touring Company.

A Baconian of my acquaintance has it that Sir Francis had always suffered from the firm conviction that he could write a corking play. He was, in short, a dreamer. Aren’t we all? So in the intervals of looking after the Exchequer (of which he was a genial and popular Chancellor), Bacon sat down with the old quill and ink-horn and dashed off a tragedy called “Hamlet”.

He then began sending it round to the theatre managers. After three years and several rejections, Bacon had begun to realize, as so many have realized since, that things theatrical are inseparable from a sort of brisk delirium associated only with interiors of homes for the feeble-minded. And he had just resolved to give the thing up and start writing another book of essays when quite unexpectedly a manager wrote asking him to call.

And after waiting four hours in the manager’s outer office, the following scene ensued:

MANAGER (LUCY): 
This “Hamlet” – of course, we’ll have to alter the title . . . I think it’s got a chance. There’s some good stuff in it. But it needs fixing.

BACON (PAUL): 
Fixing?

MANAGER: 
Couldn’t put it on as it stands. The public wouldn’t look at it. You’re new to this game, I suppose?

BACON: 
Well, I’ve done a bit of writing . . . 

MANAGER: 
Not plays?

BACON: 
Essays.

MANAGER: 
(laughing behind his hand to the audience) Essays! Well . . . as I was saying, we’ll have to get this thing fixed. And the man to do it is young Shakespeare. Clever boy. In my company. He’ll soon put it right. Now, about terms: you’ll get one per cent of the gross.

BACON: 
That doesn’t seem much . . . 

MANAGER: 
Sweetheart, don’t you begin opening your mouth too wide like the rest of them. When you came into this office, I said to myself, “There’s a sensible, level-headed young chap. You won’t find him wanting the earth.” You aren’t going to make me alter my opinion, are you? Of course you aren’t. Why, you might make a pile out of one per cent. Sign here.”

WODEHOUSE (PETER):  A shrewd man, Bacon realized that there was nothing else for him to do. So he signed the contract. And two days later, he, the manager and Shakespeare all lunched together at the Mermaid Tavern. Shakespeare had the script with him, and directly the meal was over, he produced a sheaf of notes.

SHAKESPEARE (JOHN): 
Well, laddie, I’ve read your little thing, and I think I can do something with it. But it wants a lot of working on. For one thing, the finish is weak. What you want at the final curtain is to have the whole crowd jump on one another and kill everybody else. We’ll have the King poison the wine and Laertes poison the sword and then Laertes plugs Hamlet with the sword and drops it and Hamlet picks it up in mistake for his own and plugs Laertes, and then the Queen drinks the wine and Hamlet sticks the King with the poisoned sword. Then you’ll have got something.

MANAGER (LUCY): 

Swell!

BACON (PAUL): 

But isn’t all that a little improbable?

SHAKESPEARE (JOHN): 
(coldly) It’s what the public wants. Or maybe you think I have no idea what I’m doing?

MANAGER: 
(soothingly) Sure he knows you know, Bill. Don’t get your shirt out. We’re all working for the good of the show. Anything else?

SHAKESPEARE: 
Is there anything else! Why, there’s nothing else but something else. For one thing, he’s made his hero a loony!

BACON: 

His sufferings drove him mad.

SHAKESPEARE: 
Not in any play I’m going to have anything to do with his sufferings didn’t! Listen, I’ve been in this business . . . 

MANAGER: 
(soothingly) S’all right Bill, s’all right. Mr Bacon’s not arguing. You see, Mr Bacon, we’ve got to think of the matinee girl. The matinee girl doesn’t like loonies. You’ve got to consider every angle in this game. So you’ll make him not crazy, Bill?

SHAKESPEARE: 
I’ll do better than that. I’ll make him pretend to be crazy. See? Everybody’s fooled but the audience.

MANAGER: 

I told you this boy was clever.

SHAKESPEARE: 
Gives us a chance for comedy.

MANAGER: 

So it does . . . 

(Bacon shows signs of anger and tries to interject)

MANAGER:
 . . . but I’ll tell you what I’m sure Bill here will do to meet you. He’ll make the girl Ophelia a loony. That’ll be all right. An audience doesn’t mind a loony girl.

SHAKESPEARE: 
All girls are crazy anyway . . . But, coming back to this comedy angle, I’ll write a scene where Hamlet kids the two Varsity boys.

MANAGER: 

That’ll be fine. It’ll go down well on Boat Race night.

(Shakespeare fingers the script).

SHAKESPEARE: 
(murmurs) “To be or not to be . . . I’m wondering about that speech. The public don’t like soliloquies.

BACON: 


(explodes) “Oh yeah?”

SHAKESPEARE: 

Yeah!

BACON: 


Says you!

SHAKESPEARE: 

Yeah, says me!

BACON: 


How about Eugene O’Neill?

SHAKESPEARE: 
(thinks briefly, then snaps his fingers, conceding the point) OK, you’re right about that one. (to the audience) Those Yanks’ll do anything . . . 

MANAGER: 
Now now, boys, don’t let’s get worked up about this. I was looking at that speech myself, Bill. It gives the stagehands time to set the scene behind the front cloth. I’d keep it in, I think.

SHAKESPEARE: 
All right. But if it’s to stay in it’s got to be longer. I’ll write in a line or two . . .  How’s this for one? “Or to take arms against a sea of troubles?” I just thought of that this minute. Just like a flash.

BACON: 
You can’t take arms against a sea. It’s a mixed metaphor.

SHAKESPEARE: 

Who says it’s a mixed metaphor?

BACON:  


I say it’s a mixed metaphor.

MANAGER: 


Boys!

BACON: 


Oh put it in, put it in!

MANAGER: 


You going, Mr Bacon?

BACON: 
Yes. To take a couple of aspirins and try to forget. (exit)

WODEHOUSE (PETER):  And Bacon did not attend the opening of “Hamlet”, or any subsequent performance. After reading the revised script and attending the first rehearsal, he absolutely refused to have his name connected with the production in any way.

That is, as I say, the attitude of a good many people towards Shakespeare and his claims to be ranked as the world’s greatest author. But I, personally, do not take much stock in it. This is the version I prefer . . . 

Born in the year 1564, it was not immediately that the Bard of Avon turned his attention to the drama. In his early youth he seems to have had the idea that there was a good living to be made out of stealing rabbits from the preserves of the local squires, and it was only when approaching his years of discretion that it suddenly occurred to him that a man could do much better for himself by stealing plots. In the year 1591, he began to write plays, and from then on anybody who had a good plot put it in a steel-bound box and sat on the lid when he saw Shakespeare coming.

There was, of course, some excuse for the young fellow. He was the official playwright to a company of actors, and they worked him so hard there was simply no time for him to think out his own plots. In those days a good run for a play was two nights. Anything over this was sensational.

Shakespeare, therefore, would dash off “Macbeth” on Sunday night for production on Monday, and on Tuesday morning at 6 o’clock round would come Burbage in a great state of excitement:

BURBAGE (LUCY): 
Good heavens, William, why aren’t you up and working? Don’t you know we’ve got to give ‘em something tonight?

SHAKESPEARE (JOHN):
(sleepily) What about “Macbeth”?

BURBAGE:
“Macbeth” finished its long and successful run last night, and if you haven’t got something to follow we’ll have to close down the theatre. Got anything?

SHAKESPEARE:
Not a thing.

BURBAGE:
Then what do you suggest?

SHAKESPEARE:
Bring on the bears.

WODEHOUSE (PETER): So Shakespeare would heave himself out of bed, dig down into the box where he kept other peoples’ plots, and by lunchtime he would hand Burbage the script of “Othello”. And Burbage would skim through it and say it was rotten but it would have to do. An author cannot give of his best under these conditions, and this, I think, accounts for a peculiarity in Shakespeare’s output which has escaped the notice of the critics – to wit, the fact that while what he turns out sounds alright, it generally doesn’t mean anything. They’d be putting on “Pericles” and somebody had to say to somebody else, “I’ll fetch thee with a wanion,” When pulled up by Burbage, Shakespeare would pretend that a wanion was the latest court slang for ‘cab’. But this would only give him a brief respite, for the next moment Burbage would be round again asking him what a “geck” was. Or a “loggat”. And wanting to know what he meant by saying a character had become “frampold” because he was “rawly”. It was a wearing life, and though Shakespeare would try to pass it off jocularly by telling the boys at The Mermaid that it was all in a lifetime and the first hundred years were the hardest and all that sort of thing, there can be little doubt that he felt the strain and that it affected the quality of his work. But then, there are passages in Shakespeare to which I would have been quite pleased to put my name. That “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow” thing. Some spin on the ball there. I doubt too, if I have done anything much better than Falstaff. You see, Shakespeare could crack them through the covers all right when he got his eye in. I would place him definitely in the Wodehouse class.

NARRATOR (PAUL): And there we must end this cruelly abridged version of Wodehouse’s article on Shakespeare, whom Ogden Nash, in typical style, once called “the Elizabethan Wodehouse”. But on the differences and similarities between these two literary giants, we must let Wodehouse himself have the last word:

WODEHOUSE (PETER): I suppose the fundamental distinction between Shakespeare and myself is one of treatment. We get our effects differently. Take the familiar farcical situation of someone who suddenly discovers that something unpleasant is standing behind them. Here is how Shakespeare handles it in “The Winter's Tale”, Act 3, Scene 3. 

ANTIGONUS (LUCY):  
Farewell!  A lullaby too rough. I never saw 
The heavens so dim by day. A savage clamour!  Well may I get aboard! This is the chase: I am gone for ever. 

WODEHOUSE (PETER):  And then comes literature’s most famous stage direction, “Exit pursued by a bear.”  All well and good, but here’s the way I would handle it:

BERTIE (JOHN):
Touch of indigestion, Jeeves?' 

JEEVES (PETER):
No, Sir. 

BERTIE:
Then why is your tummy rumbling?

 JEEVES:
Pardon me, Sir, the noise to which you allude does not emanate from my interior but from that of that animal that has just joined us.

BERTIE:
Animal? What animal?

JEEVES:
A bear, Sir. If you will turn your head, you will observe that a bear is standing in your immediate rear inspecting you in a somewhat menacing manner.

BERTIE (as narrator):
I pivoted the loaf. The honest fellow was perfectly correct. It was a bear. And not a small bear, either. One of the large economy size. Its eye was bleak and it gnashed a tooth or two, and I could see at a g. that it was going to be difficult for me to find a formula. ``Advise me, Jeeves,'' I yipped. ``What do I do for the best?'' 

JEEVES:
I fancy it might be judicious if you were to make an exit, Sir.

BERTIE (narrator):
No sooner s. than d. I streaked for the horizon, closely followed across country by the dumb chum. And that, boys and girls, is how your grandfather clipped six seconds off Roger Bannister's mile. 
Who can say which method is superior? 
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