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A summer night’s dream:
The Bard in the garden
The 30th anniversary programme for this year’s Cambridge Shakespeare Festival features 163
performances of eight plays in seven weeks. Gemma Gardner talks to artistic director Dr David Crilly.

R

unning for seven weeks,
the annual Cambridge
Shakespeare Festival –
which this year gets
under way on Monday
(July 10) – continues to be a hit with
fans looking to discover the best of
the Bard’s plays.
This year’s 30th anniversary
programme includes such classics
as A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet
performed in the idyllic settings of
the gardens of the colleges of the
University of Cambridge.
Imperceptibly, time passes from a
glorious summer evening to dusk
and then to night. The moon rises
to provide additional lighting in a
way that no theatre could match.
During the festival, there will be
163 performances of eight plays
between July 10 and August 26.
Artistic director Dr David Crilly
told Cambridge Independent: “It’s a
perfect way to spend a summer’s
evening. The gardens that we
perform in – for example, King’s
College and Trinity College gardens
– these places aren’t open to the
public at any other time and so
they’re very special places.
“The idea of spending an evening
in one of these beautiful spaces,
watching an open-air production,
bringing a bottle of wine and a
picnic blanket... it’s perfect.
“People have asked if we’re doing
anything special this year but
actually we’re doing eight fullystaged productions – we do
something special every year,” he
said. “I couldn’t think of a way
we could make it any bigger to
celebrate the 30th year. It will
be as spectacular as ever.”
Dr Crilly explained: “In 30
years, we’ve never had any
sponsorship or funding, the
festival stands entirely
independently of everything
else and it pays for itself. There
are very few theatre companies
in the country that can exist in
the way that we do.”
Dr Crilly, who will direct Much
Ado About Nothing, established
the Festival Company in Oxford in
1988 while still a member of
Magdalen College, where he
undertook doctoral research in
musicology.
He is a composer and has
performed on many occasions as an
orchestral conductor in Cambridge.
He has published on semiotics,
music analysis and aesthetics, and
on the music of Britten, Debussy
and Charlie Parker. For 18 years he
was director-in-residence for Anglia
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Opera. He is also an independent
researcher in music and drama and
recently returned from lecture
tours of India, Oman, Jordan,
Namibia and South Africa.
How hard is it to programme the
festival, which delights audiences
with vivid and spectacular
performances that are performed in
full period costume with live
Elizabethan music?
“There are three strands:
personal choice, getting a balance
between the comedies and the
tragedies, the history and Roman
plays, and the other is business.
“We need a balance between
those kinds of plays which aren’t
performed very often and are not
crowd pullers which we won’t
neglect, and those that are likely to
pay for themselves, so we do a
mixed bag.
“It’s a complex equation which

brings together all these strands
and interests into one thing. We
want to make sure it works
artistically, financially and that
there is a breadth of choice to suit
everybody.”
And Dr Crilly’s pick of
the programme: “My favourite
this summer is Much Ado
About Nothing because that’s
the one I’m working on but if I
was working on one of the others,
that would be my favourite. It’s the
one I’m immersed in at the
moment.”
The festival will again raise
money for East Anglia’s Children’s
Hospices in Milton. To date, it has
raised £83,500 and organisers
expect to exceed £90,000 with this
year’s event.
Cambridge Shakespeare Festival
is the perfect answer to a summer’s
evening in the city.

