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To Keep on Playing the Tragic Hero on a Big London Stage
—Edmund Kean'’s Attempt in Keeping His Fame by Playing Hamlet and Othello in 1814—

Kyoko MATSUYAMA*

Abstract

Edmund Kean made his debut on the London stage playing Shylock from Shakespeare’s
Merchant of Venice in January 1814. Shylock was swiftly followed by Richard from Shakespeare’s
histories Richard the Third. By playing these two roles he has made a name in London.
However to be able to keep performing on a big London stage Kean had to continue producing
successful reviews in each of the roles he will perform in front of London theatre critics and
audiences. His attempt in securing the lead position was clear in the choice of roles he would
perform after Shylock and Richard : which was Hamlet. Hamlet is still considered as a role that
shows the actor’s true ability in acting. And Kean’s attempt in playing Hamlet was a miserable
failure: especially in the eye of the theatre critics, although frocks of audiences gathered to the
theatre. But they were there to see Kean not Hamlet. And to make up for that failure he chose
another role that he thought would revive his assessment as an actor which was Othello. Yet
Othello and Hamlet is a character with somewhat shared qualities and the result was as
expected. To revive his two failed attempts Kean’s next choice of character was Iago from
Othello. In choosing a character that has shared qualities with Shylock and Richard of course
brought success which was easily granted. Yet by playing a similar role showed Kean's limited
quality as an actor which would have been taken as a risk if he wanted to keep his position as
an leading London actor. However Kean was ready to embrace this risk and face the

consequence from that choice.
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Mr. Kean (of whom report had spoken
highly) last night made his appearance
at Drury-Lane Theatre in the character
of Shylock. For voice, eye, action, and
expression, no actor has come out for
many years at all equal to him. The
applause, from the first scene to the last,

was general, loud, and uninterrupted.
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Mr. Kean appeared again in Shylock, and
by his admirable and expressibe manner
of giving the part, fully sustaind the
reputation he had acquired by his former
representation of it, though he laboured
under the disadvantage of a considerable
hoarseness. (..) His style of acting is, if
we may use the expression, more
significant, more pregnant with meaning,
more varied, and alive in every part, than
any we have almost ever witnessed. The
character never stands still; there is no
vacant pause in the action; the eye is

never silent.
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he performed the character (one of the
most ardours on the stage) with
admirable spirit and effect. He was
crowned with universal applause. We are
compelled by the pressure of the matter

to postpone our remarks till to-morrow.

Mix (EELcBYTROWEER) %%z
WCRFRFEMI ERRTH L & 572, i
HLAZWHIT 2 %Oz, FrlZZ0H

BADT Ly vy = o k2 W H £ T
Ll &IiZ L7z,

R HETR 7212 b i b o5§, TR
OWITFIIB 2 BB L2283 [1Rid (S
FiZBnCTied WHEZ) %2 F2IC WA
ERRTHLE & 572.] O—Lh 5 X {HAMN
LI ENTED, T2 VF v — F&ED [
FIZBWTiRd W] L HtEFRiFohTH
MMENTWEZ LR, KRANTEOYET
HoTHMUBBEHIE o TIUFEN 2 34 %
BEIEDWLNETH L, L) IR A LA
EBO TV Z L5V v, Lo Lids
O TIFEIZRFE LM ERRTHLE & 572
EHFLLTWAZ EAB13H ORHIKEIZF — >~
OERAPRITIEEBS LW Fr— F2 RS
N3 TH B &) ERE Z TR IFI T
7ol AL ENTE DL, FE, BHO
NETHF—=VEINZY v b SPRFROMEZ
5ol

18144E 2 HI4HIZNRY v I BBV F — v
DY F ¥ — FOEBIT 2 BIFFEHEICH 5
NTwizo "Xy ME, F—rhPar FriC
BADEE E LTRSS % LzBRE» S F— >
DEFEDOIRETH D, 2RTEY F—20K
WK LA RNEHE LT Fr— FeZPTwi,
SIZDOMEFICF = AUB 2. NAY v MK
WIZHAE L T2 LB RAND 2 EDTE S,

Mr. Kean’'s manner of acting this part has
one peculiar advantage; it is entirely his
own, without any trace of imitation of any
other actor. He stands upon his own
ground, and he stands firm upon it.
Almost every scene had the stamp and
freshness of nature. (..) It is possible to

form a higher conception of this character
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(we do not mean from seeing other
actors, but from reading Shakespeare)

than that given by this very admirable
tragedian; but we cannot imagine any
character represented with greater
distinctness and precision, more perfectly

articulated in every part.
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Mr. Kean, who has performed the part of
Shylock at the Theatre- Royal, Drury-
Lane, six nights, with increased attraction,
appeared on Saturday in Richard the
third, to one of the most crowded houses

the season has had to boast.
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Garrick, though rather under the middle
size, had such extraordinary and
admirable expression of countenance, that
he was never though waning in impor-
tance; Mr. Kean may lay claim to similar
praise. Though as short as Garrick, there

is certainly nothing of insignificance in his
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appearance.
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Who is there that will stand the same
test? It is, in fact, the last forlorn hope of
criticism, for it shews that we have
nothing else to compare him with. “Take
him for all in all,” it will be long, very long,
before we ‘look upon his like again,” if we

are to wait as long as we have waited.
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If it was less perfect as a whole, there
were parts in it of a higher cast of
excellence than any part of his Richard.
We will say at once, in what we think his
general delineation of the character
wrong. It was too strong and pointed.
There was often a severity, approaching
to virulence, in the common observation
and answers. There is nothing of this in
Hamlet. He is, as it were, wrapped up in
the cloud of his reflections, and only
thinks aloud. There should therefore be

no attempt to impress what he says upon
others by any exaggeration of emphasis
or manner, no talking af his hearers.
There should be as much of the
gentleman and scholar as possible infused

into the part, and as little of the actor.
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Mr. Kemble’s personification of this
character has long passed for a standard
of excellence scarcely ever to be equalled,
never to be surpassed. All others that we
have seen make the attempt, had failed
altogether; or were successful, only in
proportions as they imitated or resemble
Kemble.
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Mr. Kean had improved on his first
performance from the observation of his
friends. He was less sarcastic and less
vehement in the expression of particular

words;
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Mr. Kean performed Hamlet for the
second time Saturday, to a house over-
flowing in boxes, pit and galleries (..)

Mr. Kean is an admirable performer
(young as he is), full of genius and
promise, and likely to become a capital

ornament in the stage.
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His success was fully equal to the
arduousness of the undertaking. In
general, we might observe that he
displayed the same excellence and the
same defects as in his former characters.

His voice and person were not altogether
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in consonance with the character, nor
was there throughout, that noble tide of
deep and sustained passion, impetuous,
but majestic, that ‘flows on the Propontic,
and knows no ebb,” which raises our
admiration and pity of the lofty minded

Moor.
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The part of Iago was played at Drury-
Lane on Saturday by Mr. Kean, and
played with admirable facility and effect.
It was the most faultless of his
performances, the most consistent and
entire. Perhaps the accomplished
hypocrite was never so finely, so adroitly
portrayed-a gay, light-hearted monster, a
careless, cordial comfortable villain. The
preservation of character was so
complete, the air and manner were so
much of a piece throughout, that the part
seemed more like a detached scene or
single trait, and of shorter duration than
it usually does. The ease, familiarity, and
tone of nature with which the text was
delivered, were quite equal to anything
we have seen in the best comic acting. It

was the lease overdone of all his parts,
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though full of point, spirit, and brilliancy.

THREHCEF—-VRIEFVY) — - L— VB
TAT7—TOREH L2, T LTEEE
EO LWt S ERIR T > THLEHNT
Wizo Db o L bRERFEH T, RLE
ELTRBELLZDDTHo720 LML
5. SETHINIEEERERBERD. dh
FERFI, 2L THNEIETIRITHE S
N7zZ L3R wiEsH, HHHMT, B
R, MRS T MO, BEEEo R
BRIV RWESL S, ROREBIZI DL
SERELR D DI L LIS SRMAAD, 2
&, MR, FELLwbDTHo 72,
B2 ZORHO AN L. H 50
121D DR D AW o TT, W
OWNDHEHE L) DR IE L b7,
BalAWo D&, WEEZHML TV X
I, EWCHRIGES TV HIE, g
THIZ L2 ClRE OSBRI 2 TH -
720 DEATH U720 Tl b KIZHE L S
NBZ el UL hsimc. &
BIZH S FEES LW D TH - 72, (190)

CORFLFOHTONZY v MEF—12xf
LCHHM RIS DIE LA ERL, HETD -
THFZHEATVE [HL =T V- v—Fa
) —] #IINZ) » FORIFEEIRLTEBY,
72 (4 7935 —] MOBRFRIZZERIS
BERISEWIESIN T, 7B NmE 572
TeDITFERLCHI AR WEIZE S TWeDT
EWDFEEEZLOOF -0 DA T -T2 UTD
EIIEFFL TV 5,

His lago is, we think, the post perfect
piece of acting on the stage; it is the most

complete absorption of the man in the

character. He looked so thoroughly self-
possessed, so comfortably at home in his
assumed qualities, he played upon
Rodarigo with such a contemptuous and
condescending familiarity; he watched
Othello with such an earnestness, and at
the same time appeared so careless and
honestly indifferent about the issue; he
rubbed his hands, aside, with such a
cordial satisfaction as his plot thickened,
that we found it difficult to persuade
ourselves that he was merely a young
man who had put on a soldier’s coat to

play the villain for an hour or two.
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