Q&A with Michael Wood

Michael Wood is the writer and presenter of many critically acclaimed series on television, including IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT, CONQUISTADORS and ART OF THE WESTERN WORLD. He is author of over sixty TV films which have been shown worldwide and of several best selling and highly praised books.  Wood’s films have centered on history, but have included travel (GREAT RAILWAY JOURNEYS OF THE WORLD; RIVER JOURNEYS; THE SACRED WAY), politics (SADDAM’S KILLING FIELDS, an award-winning account of the destruction of the Marsh Arabs of South Iraq) and cultural history (HITLER’S SEARCH FOR THE HOLY GRAIL, a study of the abuse of history and archaeology under the Nazis).


Wood attended Oriel College Oxford where he did postgraduate research in Anglo-Saxon history, and has remained active in that field with such publications as In Search of the Dark Ages, Domesday and a recent series of medieval essays titled In Search of England.  The author and filmmaker lives in North London with his wife and their two daughters, who are already fledgling travelers.

Q. After following in the footsteps of the Conquistadors and Alexander the Great, what gave you the idea to track Shakespeare’s life?

Wood: In some ways it is like coming full circle. My training as an historian is actually in the history of medieval England, the period that Shakespeare is obsessed with in many of his plays. Also in my student days, I toured the United States as an actor in ‘A Midsummer’s Night Dream’ and ‘Twelfth Night’.  So Shakespeare has been a lifelong interest.

I’ve been making history documentaries for a long time now, and I came close once before. Twenty years ago I did three films on Shakespeare’s early history plays for part of a BBC series on all his work. But I have never seen a proper detailed documentary look at his life on television. It’s a difficult subject because he is such an enigmatic character, so it hadn’t been attempted. Also, it’s interesting, but there has been almost a resistance in the British literary establishment to focus on the historical particulars of Shakespeare’s life because he is considered “for all time.” It’s as if putting Shakespeare in history, and identifying links between his life, his times and his work would somehow detract from the perception of him as a universal genius who lives outside of history. But I don’t believe that’s true at all. 

So I thought, let’s give it a try. Let’s try to get to the heart of some of the mystery that shrouds Shakespeare’s life. And to be totally candid, it gave me a little time to be around my kids for a change instead of travelling all over the world!

Q. What was the biggest challenge in bringing Shakespeare’s biography to life in a documentary? 

Wood: To make a biography compelling you need to have a way into your subject’s inner life, either the person talking about his own life or people who knew him really well. And you don’t 

have that for Shakespeare. Ironically, he is the most famous writer in the world and the most quoted, but he is very sparing in letting us in on what he was thinking personally. Only in the sonnets, really, does he let you get close, revealing an intense sexuality and passion that is incredibly intimate. 

But we found a way into Shakespeare’s inner life by being detectives in the places that he lived and worked. This was the time of England’s ‘cultural revolution’ when the old religion, the old traditions and even some of the old families were being overthrown in favor of the new. There was a power struggle between Catholics and Protestants at every level, from the highest echelons of the court to the lowliest of travelers on the roads of England. Elizabeth and her councilors feared rebellion from within and invasion from without. With no standing army the Crown relied on intelligence, informers and spies. England was virtually a police state, and so much was at stake. The Queen’s agents wrote down every detail, and the records that still exist after over 400 years are incredible. 

These days it’s popular for filmmakers to use dramatization and reenactment in historical biographies. When I set out to do this series there was an expectation that I would have somebody dressed up as Queen Elizabeth or Shakespeare as a boy. I was reluctant to use that approach. I thought that establishing a strong sense of place could be just as dramatic and more authentic.

Our team tried some new  tactics, we stepped into some new  territory in an effort to bring history to life. One of those experiments was incorporating the Royal Shakespeare Company into the series. I used actors from the Royal Shakespeare Company to bring energy to the performance of Shakespeare’s plays in the places where they where performed in the 16th century. That provides much more realism than isolating actors dramatically against a plain background or using clips from the different movies that have been made from Shakespeare’s plays.  After a glimpse of what was going on in Shakespeare’s life at the time, you see the characters and dialogue of his plays emerge. 

Q. For American audiences, your journey into the past to find Shakespeare also provides an insider’s view of England today. Was that part of your intent?

Wood: One of the things I have always tried to do is create a link between the past and the present and to find living continuities where they exist. In that regard there is a connection between this series and ones like In the Footsteps of Alexander the Great or Conquistadors. In the villages of Iran you can still hear old storytellers telling the ancient stories of Alexander that have been handed down, and in the mountains of Peru I met poets who could recite tales of the conquistadors in the language of the Incas. It creates an amazing link with the past and contemporary culture. 

When I worked on this series I treated England as I would a foreign country. I visited a shop that has been making royal robes for centuries to see the same scarlet cloth that Shakespeare wore when he was in the coronation procession of James I, and I went to the College of Arms where Shakespeare applied for a family coat of arms. Many traditions are still alive and well in England. It’s fascinating to feel that connection.

Q. What surprised you the most in your search for Shakespeare? 

Wood: Well, we only devoted a short space in the series to the background of his family, but I found that this material was very rich. This evidence has never really been exploited in detective terms to get some insight into Shakespeare’s life. Another area that was fantastic was the discovery of black and white photographs that document Shakespeare’s London neighborhood. Everybody had assumed that sector of the city was gone without a trace. Looking in the albums of rare Victorian photographs that preserved that history was a thrill. 

But the biggest revelation is the new evidence on the dating of the sonnets to the late 1590s when Shakespeare was in his mid to late 30s. This places them immediately following the death of his only son. When you hear the sonnet Shakespeare wrote that passionately idealizes a teenage boy, you feel that he must be trying to deal with the loss of his son. It is an interesting new light on these amazingly raw and anguished poems. 

Q. There is an old theory that Shakespeare never existed. Do you think that could possibly be true?

Wood: Let me put it this way, there is absolutely nothing to substantiate that. All the primary sources, all the first hand evidence, proves that William Shakespeare of Stratford-Upon-Avon wrote the plays attributed to him. It is understandable that due to the strange hole in the middle of his life, the missing decade after he turned 18, people might try to come up with other explanations. But I think this impulse is mainly rooted in disbelief that someone without a university education could have written so brilliantly. 

Q. Now that you know more about Shakespeare’s life, do his characters and plays seem different to you?

Wood: You don’t need to know the story of Shakespeare’s life to understand and appreciate his plays, but it does add a fascinating layer of interest. We are all shaped by our mum and our dad and the town we grow up in, aren’t we? Every artist is affected by his or her times, from Wordsworth and Shelley to Melville and Hemmingway. Why should Shakespeare be immune? 
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