From the Director

Lately I’ve been reading Alberto Manguel’s wonderful
book, The Library at Night. Manguel’s primary inspiration in the book is his own library, reconstructed from
the stones of a seventeenth-century barn on his property in the Loire. But with gnomically titled chapters
such as “The Library as Myth,” “The Library as Power,”
“The Library as Mind,” it’s clear that Manguel is a
philosophical poet of memory, which is at the core of
the human impulse to organize and enshrine all the
various forms of the written word.
A library for Manguel is a living organism—changing its countenance according to time of day, the shape
of its walls, or the often-idiosyncratic ordering of its
contents, themselves ever shifting as new arrivals
interrupt old proximities and create new neighborhoods of knowledge on the shelves. Describing his
own library at night, he writes:
The books are now the real presence and it is
I, their reader, who, through cabbalistic rituals of
half-glimpsed letters, am summoned up and lured
to a certain volume and a certain page. The order
decreed by library catalogues is, at night, merely
conventional; it holds no prestige in the shadows.
Though my own library has no authoritarian catalogue, even such milder orders as alphabetical
arrangement by author or division into sections by
language find their power diminished. Free from
quotidian constraints, unobserved in the late
hours, my eyes and hands roam recklessly across
the tidy rows, restoring chaos. One book calls to
another unexpectedly, creating alliances across
different cultures and centuries. A half-remembered line is echoed by another for reasons
which, in the light of day, remain unclear. If the
library in the morning suggests an echo of the
severe and reasonably wishful order of the world,
the library at night seems to rejoice in the world’s
essential, joyful muddle.

The imaginative power of libraries is such that
they don’t even have to exist in the physical
world to command our interest and devotion.

Lynn Redgrave talks with Amy Arden about Rachel
and Juliet, her deeply personal odyssey into the
life of her late mother Rachel Kempson, a
promising Shakespearean actress whose
search for Romeo lasted her entire life.
Redgrave performs her one-woman show
at Folger Theatre April 10 –12.
Tell us about Rachel Kempson.
She was the most romantic
person I knew. She was
always full of romance. She
was in love with this role
[Juliet] until the end of her
life. It was a kind of proof
that the spirit can stay
young.
Tantalizing associations of knowledge have always
inspired the great library founders, whether Aby Warburg, to
whom Manguel devotes many wonderful pages or—I would
add—Henry and Emily Folger. The imaginative power of
libraries is such that they don’t even have to exist in the
physical world to command our interest and devotion, as
Manguel proves by citing the elusive fictional libraries of his
mentor Borges, the great novelist who was, not incidentally,
the librarian (despite his blindness) of the National Library
of Argentina.
Though even the humblest library is Manguel’s subject
here, his meditations are most evocative for me whenever he
turns to the great lost libraries—not simply the libraries of
the ancient world such as King Ptolemy’s library at
Alexandria, lost probably to fire, but the great modern
libraries such as the Anna Amalia Library in Weimar
destroyed by fire in 2004, or the great collections burned
deliberately by those who would erase a civilization’s most
precious archives. The loss continues today, as happened in
2003 when looters sacked the great national library in
Baghdad and destroyed some of the earliest examples of the
written word.
Manguel’s pain in dwelling on such intellectual
catastrophes is contagious: no one with responsibility
for a historically important collection like the Folger’s
can fail to notice that even the most prized collections have
continued on page 29
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One of the themes of
Rachel and Juliet is
your mother’s
“search for Romeo.”
What does that
mean?
She fell in love with
him [my father
Michael Redgrave]
almost immediately. She
fell in love with his picture
outside the theater, in fact. My
mother was actually the one
who proposed. He asked her to
move in with him, and for my mother,
that wouldn’t do at all, so she said, ‘Oh
darling, why don’t we get married?’
My father, you can call him bisexual or you
can call him gay, but he couldn’t be her Romeo.
She was so in love with him. And in his way, he
was in love with her. But he had this longing in his
nature for something else. And there was desperate
disappointment in that. And then encouraged by him, I
think because he felt so guilty, she began to have various
affairs.
In drawing so personally on your own life as a writer, what’s it
like to then “bare all” performing these plays?
When I did Shakespeare for my Father, I looked at the scenes
where I was playing my father or myself as opportunities, joyful
opportunities, to be with my father, who was long dead.
When I’m playing my mother, I’m meeting my mother. It’s a
very odd feeling, it’s a wonderful feeling. I don’t feel like,
‘Oh, I’m going to bare my soul.’ And I’m not saying
anything that they haven’t said themselves.
Read the full interview at www.folger.edu/redgrave

Anabel Clark

Setting the Scene for
Rachel and Juliet

The Redgrave family
has a wonderful
theatrical legacy.
How has this inspired
your own career?
My mother was very
supportive when I decided I
wanted to be an actress. She
gave me this wonderful and rather
dramatic advice, ‘How much do you want to
be an actress? Supposing your father and I
said we wouldn’t support you, would you
go and throw yourself off the bridge into
the Avon?’ Now the Avon isn’t really
deep around Stratford [laughs] and I’d
stand on the bridge and think, ‘Now,
if I couldn’t be an actress, would I
really want to jump off the bridge?’
And I decided that I did feel that
strongly about it. And could I be
without it? No, I could not. There’s
never been a time when
I haven’t felt like that.
Did you ever want to
play Juliet?
In Shakespeare for
my Father, I did play
Juliet in the scene
with the Nurse.
And just for good
measure, I’m
including that
in this [Rachel
and Juliet].
And if they
think I’m
too tall, too
old, or
whatever,
well
[laughs],
I’m
doing it.
Rachel Kempson
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