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THE POWER of tragedy rests, in part, 
upon the secret conviction that every-
thing really could turn out for the best. 

Julius Caesar could pay heed to the warning 
of the soothsayer; Macbeth pay none to the 
witches’ words; Cleopatra might yet, at cur-
tain’s rise, set the asp dancing by the banks 
of the Nile. King Lear opens in medias res, 
the play’s background tragedy – age – is 
already well under way, but an as-of-yet 
undashed hope perdures in Lear’s one decent 
daughter, Cordelia (inset, Timothy West as 
Lear and Rachel Pickup as Cordelia at the 
Old Vic).  

Shakespeare’s frustration of this hope in 
Cordelia’s death, Jonathan Bate realises in 
Mad About Shakespeare, makes for an unset-
tlingly tragic tragedy. For generations of 
theatregoers, unbearably so: Nahum Tate’s 
bowdlerised Lear, complete with an uplifting 
and, of course, entirely fabricated ending, 
concludes with Cordelia and Edgar riding off 
into the sunset. It ran for 150 years. Strong 
medicine, but creative editing was for the 
Bard’s own good – so conventional wisdom 
insisted for centuries. Elijah Fenton put it 

like this: Will’s “mind (the universal mirror 
of Mankind), Expressed all Images, enriched 
the stage/ But sometimes stooped to please 
a barbarous Age”. It was not permissible that 
Shakespeare’s universal relevance be stymied 
by mere manuscripts. He was too good not 
to change.  

A sentiment sour-tasting to the modern 
palate. But Bate’s account of his own encoun-
ters with Shakespeare gains greatly from 
his curiosity about Tate and  
Fenton, and people like them: 
people who made sense of 
Shakespeare in ways that 
make no sense to us. Mad 
About Shake speare’s rico -
cheting from the literary to 
the theatrical to the personal 
preserves itself from semi-
nar-class cleverness by this 
kind of instinct: a sense that 
Shake spearean universalism goes 
hand in hand with Shakespeare’s own 
particularity. Bate is honest with himself, and 
with the reader. There are times where you 
won’t understand Shakespeare. Even when 
Shakespeare understands you.  

This is discovered by the author inti-
mately and painfully at the age of 18, when 
his father suddenly dies. Searching through 
his belongings and mementos, Bate finds 
a record of wartime heroism – and a mys-
terious love of Shakespeare flowing through 
the capillaries of his father’s life. Following 
his father’s traces, the youthful Bate finds 
himself beginning the same life journey 
through and with Shakespeare. Setting off, 
he’s accompanied by a host of collaborators 
at school and university, his way lighted 

by past keepers of the flame: Edward 
Thomas, Samuel Johnson, Virginia Woolf.  

They help Bate keep his internal fires 
banked as the path gets mazy, and the hour 
late, and tragedy unfolds her wings over the 
author’s head. Admirably, Bate resists the 
now jaundiced temptations of the literary 
self-help tome, though you can see where he 
could’ve succumbed and produced a softer, 

pastel-hued book, with title to match – 
How Shakespeare Saved My Life, or 

something similarly hideous. We 
get wisdom here, not rules. 

Shakespeare doesn’t save 
Bate’s life: Shakespeare helps 
him live it.  

Bate nevertheless doesn’t 
quite deliver on his title, 

understandably: madness is 
an awkward hook to hang your 

whole life on. Adjourning 
 discussions of Shakespearean 

 madness to medical science, as Bate 
sometimes does, doesn’t ring hollow, but it 
does ring wrong. Shakespeare, “barbarous 
age” or not, was a great playwright, not a 
bad doctor.  

In true madness there’s no tragedy, John 
Berryman put it in his notes on Othello. Being 
stripped of reason, memory, language – some-
thing to say, and a way to say it – inhibits 
exactly the conscious action that makes 
tragedy what it is. Madness in Shakespeare 
is subtler, fine-grained, nearer to normality 
than that. It’s far closer to home.  

We’ll “pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and 
laugh”, Lear tells Cordelia in his final scene; 
hope and madness in the air, the tragic under-
foot. “We’ll live.”

only up close it lets you down.” As the book 
continues, the homesickness of the title refers 
both to those who move away from, but also 
those who are sick of remaining at home in, 
this environment. 

Readers who enjoy Irish writing will recog-
nise a great many familiar themes here, 
including the tensions of the shebeen, intra -
familial conflicts, alcoholism and the 
loneliness felt by rural men who never 
marry. However, in Barrett’s stories 
these elements are brought thoroughly 
up to date. We find descriptions of 
drones flying overhead, incels, 
Instagram, celebrities, petrol-station 
doughnuts and the Covid lockdowns. 
The author offers a reminder of the work of 
J.M. Synge, who could also be admiring but 
unsentimental about the west of Ireland, and 
who, in his 1904 play Riders to the Sea, 
describes age-old landscapes but also the 
commercial activity of the shops in Galway. 

Barrett has a great gift for characterisation, 
drawing scenarios so perceptively that I 

repeatedly found it difficult to move on and 
read the next story. His characters, although 
often fascinatingly unusual, are never evil or 
irredeemable. His heroes are flawed and con-
flicted, while his villains tend to display their 
own endearing qualities, or else are victims 
of circumstance. Thus Barrett asserts that, 
although close-knit communities may develop 
profound rivalries and hatreds, there remains 

an underlying decency in such locations 
that is extended even to strangers.  

In terms of structure, Barrett avoids 
dramatic denouements or climactic 
confrontations, and although we get 
plenty of dramatic incidents (including 
a shooting, a violent fight and a suicide 

attempt), such events tend to be described 
earlier in the stories, leaving the reader then 
to observe the reactions of various compelling 
figures to those situations. Homesickness is a 
great book for describing individual psycholo-
gies and personalities, and I look forward to 
seeing what Barrett can do with the full-length 
novel that he is apparently working on.

COLIN BARRETT’s new collection of 
 stories evokes the vivid scenery, social 
types and language of County Mayo in 

precise but unsentimental ways. This young 
Irish writer, who grew up in the county, has 
a great ear for its speech and a lovely way of 
highlighting its tragic and comic tendencies. 
One character wryly comments on the breath-
taking vistas but sometimes unkempt and 
tumbledown aspects of the west of Ireland 
by saying: “That’s the thing about Mayo. I 
find it’s very presentable from a distance. It’s 
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