
Harley Granville Barker's Preface to Modern
Shakespeare: A Landmark in the Critical
Reception of Shakespeare
Harley Granville Barker's Preface to Modern Shakespeare, published in
1925, is a seminal work in the history of Shakespearean criticism. It marked
a turning point in the way Shakespeare was understood and staged,
signaling a decisive shift from the traditional Victorian approach to a more
modern and innovative understanding of the playwright's work. In this
comprehensive article, we will delve into the significance of Barker's
Preface, exploring its central arguments, impact on Shakespearean
scholarship, and its enduring legacy in contemporary theater.

Context: The Victorian Era and Shakespearean Criticism

During the Victorian era, Shakespeare's plays were primarily seen as
literary masterpieces to be studied in the classroom. Critics focused on the
language, meter, and characters, often neglecting the theatrical aspects of
the plays. Staged performances were heavily influenced by elaborate
costumes and scenery, with little attention paid to the dramatic text and its
potential for contemporary relevance.
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Barker's Revolutionary Approach

Harley Granville Barker (1877-1946) was a distinguished English actor,
director, and playwright. His extensive involvement in theater gave him a
unique perspective on Shakespeare's work, which he believed should be
experienced not just as literature but primarily as live performance. In his
Preface, Barker challenged the prevailing Victorian view and advocated for
a more modern understanding of Shakespeare.

Emphasis on Performance

Barker argued that Shakespeare's plays were primarily intended for the
stage, and that their true meaning could only be fully realized through live
performance. He emphasized the importance of movement, gesture, and
audience interaction in bringing Shakespeare's characters and stories to
life.

Naturalistic Staging

Barker rejected the ornate and artificial staging practices of his time,
advocating instead for a more naturalistic and realistic approach. He
believed that Shakespeare's plays should be performed in a manner that
allowed the audience to connect with the characters and their emotions.

Focus on Characterization

Barker emphasized the importance of character development in
Shakespeare's plays. He urged actors to approach their roles with empathy
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and understanding, exploring the motivations and complexities of the
characters. Barker believed that a deeper understanding of the characters
could lead to more nuanced and effective performances.

Impact on Shakespearean Scholarship

Barker's Preface had a profound impact on Shakespearean scholarship
and theatrical practice. His ideas challenged the established norms of the
time and paved the way for a more vibrant and engaging approach to
Shakespearean performance.

Modernization of Shakespeare

Barker's emphasis on performance and naturalism helped to modernize
Shakespeare's plays, making them more accessible and relevant to
contemporary audiences. Directors and actors began to break away from
traditional staging conventions and explore new ways of interpreting the
plays.

Influence on 20th-Century Theater

Barker's ideas had a lasting impact on 20th-century theater. Directors such
as Konstantin Stanislavski, Bertolt Brecht, and Peter Brook were influenced
by Barker's naturalistic approach and his focus on characterization.
Barker's emphasis on the importance of the actor's craft shaped the
development of modern acting techniques.

Barker's Legacy in Contemporary Theater

Harley Granville Barker's Preface to Modern Shakespeare continues to be
a significant reference point for theater practitioners and scholars. His ideas



about performance, naturalism, and characterization have deeply
influenced contemporary theater practice.

Respect for the Text

Barker's emphasis on respecting the text has become a cornerstone of
modern Shakespearean performance. Directors and actors strive to remain
faithful to Shakespeare's words while still finding innovative ways to bring
them to life on stage.

Focus on Accessibility

Barker's belief in making Shakespeare accessible to a wider audience has
also resonated in contemporary theater. Theaters and companies make
conscious efforts to present Shakespeare's plays in ways that are relevant
to diverse audiences, using modern language and contemporary
references.

Harley Granville Barker's Preface to Modern Shakespeare was a
groundbreaking work that transformed the understanding and staging of
Shakespeare's plays. Barker's emphasis on performance, naturalism, and
characterization brought a fresh perspective to the playwright's work,
challenging traditional Victorian approaches and paving the way for a more
vibrant and engaging Shakespearean theater. His ideas continue to
influence contemporary practice, inspiring directors, actors, and scholars to
approach Shakespeare's plays with respect, accessibility, and innovation.
Barker's legacy is a testament to the enduring power of Shakespeare and
the transformative potential of theater.
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The Gathering Pacific Storm: An Epic Struggle
Between Japan and the United States
The Gathering Pacific Storm is a 1991 book by author Winston Churchill.
The book tells the story of the lead-up to World War II in the Pacific,
and...

How CIA-Contra Gangs and NGOs
Manufacture, Mislabel, and Market Mass Murder
In the annals of covert operations, the CIA's involvement with the Contra
rebels in Nicaragua stands as one of the most egregious examples of
state-sponsored terrorism. The...
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