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John Philip Kemble, possessed with a spirit of Shakespearean idolatry,
mounted ‘““no less than twenty-four of Shakespeare’s plays’’ during his
twenty-nine years as manager first of the Drury Lane and later of the Co-
vent Garden theatres.'His ardent desire was ‘‘to make Shakespeare palatable
to his audiences,’’? and, according to Herschel Baker, Kemble was revered
as ‘“‘the official voice of the national poet--the arbiter, par excellence, of
Shakespeare on the stage’’ for more than a generation.’ Linda Kelly
underscores Baker’s assessment when she writes in her recent biography
of Kemble, The Kemble Era, that as the exalted interpreter of Shakespeare
for his age, Kemble was acclaimed by his contemporaries as ‘‘the high priest
of the bard.””* The following tribute by one nineteenth-century critic, as
exaggerated as it may sound, undoubtedly expressed the view of many

contemporaries:

...no man has studied Shakespeare more critically--none
more happily conceives him. Proud as this country must
be of Shakespeare, it is justly proud of him who embodies
all his finest images and supplies, by the most delicate
touches of art and taste, those various meanings he had
not in terms expressed.--While England venerates
SHAKESPEARE, it must cherish KEMBLE.*

Ironically Kemble’s reverence for Shakespeare neither prevented his
staging the altered Shakespearean texts of Colley Cibber, Nahum Tate, and
John Dryden, which were accepted by the less-scholarly playgoers (i.e. the
majority) as definitive and authentic, nor did his devotion prevent his
tampering with the Shakespearean canon, which Kemble considered ‘‘rather
flabby material upon which form must be imposed.’’® His aim was to
transform Shakespeare’s plays into a ‘‘form which educated people of his
time would admit to be shapely, polite, and ‘classical.’”’” Thus, it is no
wonder that, with such a patronizing view of his master, Kemble altered
a proposed play freely and conscientiously.
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