The Curse?

Is MACBETH really cursed? Jared Sakren, SSC’s Artistic Director, shares some of the events that have led many people to believe that the play is truly cursed. After reading this, you can decide for yourself!

My mentor John Houseman once related a story about his experiences with Orson Welles when they produced the first professional African-American production of a Shakespeare play. Often referred to as The Voodoo Macbeth because it was set in Haiti, they had employed actual voodoo drummers.  After the play opened, the only bad review they got was from Percy Hammond, drama critic of the New York Herald Tribune, who vilified the production. At the theatre, John was met by the group of drummers who, pointing at the newspaper review, asked, “He bad man?” Houseman replied, “Yes, he bad man.  “He VERY bad man?” they asked again. Houseman said, “Yes, he VERY bad man.” The next day Houseman and Welles returned to the theatre to be told by the theatre manager that the drummers had been up all night drumming and chanting in the basement. John and Orson looked at each other with amazement, for in that afternoon’s paper, it was reported that the critic, Percy Hammond, had been taken ill and hospitalized. He died within the week.

[1] The so-called “curse of Macbeth,” which forces many in the theatre to refer to it as “The Scottish Play” for fear of bringing “something wicked” upon themselves, is the stuff of theatre legend. [2] In the very first known production of the play in 1606, Hal Berridge, the boy whom played Lady Macbeth, died backstage. [3] It’s reported that Shakespeare himself had to go on in the role. [4] In Amsterdam in 1672, the actor playing Macbeth substituted the blunt stage dagger with a real one, and with it killed the actor playing Duncan right in front of the live audience.

In his last performance on stage, the great Elizabethan actor Edward Alleyn claimed he saw a fourth Witch. He retired. In 1849, supporters of rival actors, the American Edwin Forrest and the British John Macready, rioted in front of the theatre in which Macready was appearing as Macbeth. Thirty-one people were killed. In 1934, the Scottish Play went through four different lead actors in ONE WEEK at the Old Vic. Also in 1934, British actor Malcolm Keen turned mute on stage and his replacement developed a high fever and had to be hospitalized. Both the director and the actress playing Lady Macduff were involved in a car accident on the way to the theatre, and the proprietor of the theatre died of a heart attack during the dress rehearsal.

In the 1937 Old Vic production starring Laurence Olivier and Judith Anderson, Michel Saint-Denis (another of my mentors at Julliard) nearly died in a traffic accident. Olivier himself almost died when a falling sandbag just missed his head. In addition, Olivier’s sword broke on stage, flew into the audience, and hit a man who later suffered a heart attack. Just before the production opened, the favorite dog of Lilian Baylis, the theatre’s founder, died. The next day, Lilian Baylis herself died. In the Stratford Festival production of 1938, an old man had both his legs broken by his own car in the parking lot and Lady Macbeth ran her car through a store window.  

In 1942, three actors in another production of Macbeth died, and the costume and set designer committed suicide. Diana Wynyard sleepwalked off the rostrum in 1948 and fell down 15 feet. In Bermuda, 1953, Charlton Heston suffered severe burns on his groin and leg from tights that were accidentally soaked in kerosene. An actors’ strike crippled Rip Torn’s 1970 production in New York City; two fires and seven robberies plagued the 1971 version; and, Kenneth Campbell, who played Macduff, was mugged soon after the play’s opening in the 1981 production.

And finally, Abraham Lincoln was reading Macbeth to a group of friends – the scene following the one in which Duncan was assassinated. A week later, President Lincoln was assassinated.

Adapted from Southwest Shakespeare Company
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1. Which of the following incidents occurred during a performance of Macbeth in 1934? (SD)

A. The lead actor committed suicide.

B. Malcolm Keen developed a high fever and had to be hospitalized.

C. There was a riot in front of the theatre.

D. The lead actor changed four times in one week.

2. What is the correct sequence of the following events? (SR)

I. An audience member at the 1937 Old Vic production later suffered a heart attack.

II. Hal Berridge died backstage.

III. Laurence Olivier’s sword broke onstage.

A. I, II, III

B. II, III, I

C. II, I, III

D. III, I, II

3. As used in paragraph 3, proprietor most nearly means: (MOW)

A. employee

B. costume designer

C. owner

D. director

4. Overall, the author in this passage is trying to explain that: (MI)

A. misfortune follows those who perform Macbeth.

B. it is difficult to cast the lead actors in Macbeth.

C. Shakespeare did not intend for Macbeth to be performed.

D. Shakespeare placed a curse on Macbeth.

5. It can be inferred that Percy Hammond dies because: (CE)

A. he attended a performance of Macbeth.

B. he gave an unfavorable review of The Voodoo Macbeth.

C. he has been up all night in the basement of the theatre.

D. he was a bad man.

6. In the context of paragraph 1, the word vilified means: (MOW)
A. harshly criticized

B. highly praised

C. unfairly sabotaged
D. strongly recommended

7. Which statement made by the author best supports the argument that Macbeth is cursed? (AA)

A. Producers had employed actual voodoo drummers.

B. John Houseman once related a story about his experiences with Orson Welles.

C. Charlton Heston suffered severe burns from tights accidentally soaked in kerosene.

D. The great Elizabethan actor Edward Alleyn read Macbeth to a group of friends and was assassinated.

8. What is the correct placement of the underlined phrase in paragraph 2?

A. NO CHANGE

B. At the end of sentence 1

C. After “Macbeth” in sentence 2

D. After “in the theatre” in sentence 1

9.  The author is considering adding a modifier in front of the sentence “Thirty-one people were killed.”  Which would be the best choice?

A.  Similarly, 

B.  Originally,

C. Consequently,

D. In contrast,

10. Which relative pronoun in paragraph 2, sentence 2 is the correct choice?

A. NO CHANGE

B. which

C. that

D. who

