SUSAN BATSON in conversation with DANIEL DE LA FALAISE
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Eleonora Duse (1858-1924
at the end of The dead city, tragedy by Gabriele D’Annunzio (1863
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Daniel: What about the girls? That’s a lot of boys you mentioned there.
Susan: So Meryl doesn't do the work the same way, she just does it. Maybe she’s
the generation after Al Pacino but yes, they sort of brought her along and got her
into the group and there has not really been another actress.
Daniel: And Daniel Day-Lewis is what, the continuation of Eleonora’s bloodline?
Susan: He is separated from the British way; he was inspired by Pacino and de
Niro, like Juliette’s generation.
Daniel: Is Cate Blanchett a bit like Meryl Streep in the technical?
Susan: Yes. There is some sort of bloodline. I think people admire them, rather
than drawing from them and being inspired by them, to make that feeling their
own, and creating a new. But it’s 4 big conflict there, a discussion and a balance of
what the work is and what the work does. For me, the more immediate
generation is not in America, [ don’t know where exactly, but the industry in
America has changed so much that I have a hard time seeing where the work
would come from there. The struggle has always been for the art to transcend the
confines of the commercial.
Daniel: For guidance there’s you, Susan, who actors are very lucky to have, but
then there’s this other gang of acting teachers that are very different in their
approach.
Susan: Which brings us back to the balance between art and commerce; the only
place I have worked that wasn’t about commerce was at the Public Theater in
New York downtown with the New York
Shakespeare festival. When they moved the
festival to Broadway it ran into trouble but
essentially we were doing theatre because it was
important and it had something to say.
Daniel: So if you put the genie in the bottle, distil
the essence of her. What was it?
Susan: Well, if you are a four-year-old child and
you go on stage and the director tells you what to
do and you just do it, everything else is just
insignificant, it just melts away, you are just there
and you just create this world. No ego, the thing
that a lot of people find hindering them as actors,
she never had to deal with. She also had a very
supportive father which we have forgotten to
mention, he taught her how to read and write
and to act to the best of his ability; and he was
also there for her emotionally. He was financially
dependent on her, but offered great support
through everyone thinking that she wasn’ta great
beauty or a perfect body or any of these things.
Daniel: And what's her tragic flaw?
Susan: Her tragic flaw was that she really, truly
could not be intimate in private as she could be
on stage.
Daniel: It’s been such a gift of being aware of her
since an early age as an actor. I am thinking spe-
cifically of Il fuoco, Gabriele d’ Annunzio's novel,
where he uses her in a very cruel way, making her
20 years older. It’s a love story to Venice but it is
most importantly an extraordinarily beautiful
declaration of love to her. She is described as a
neurotic, aging, sexually voracious star of the
stage where he, in the wings, is channeling the mobs desire to ravish her. It was
his bestseller and it was this image of her that brought her to the awareness of
international drawing rooms and added hugely to her notoriety and even though
the image was not necessarily accurate, it became part of her public persona
Coming at a time where she was at the height of her powers as an actress criss-
crossing oceans and continents on tour to critical acclaim, she was very hurt by
her lover d’Annunzio’s portrayal of her but she quickly let it go. It was pure ge-
nius letting him write this novel, she dreamt of a poet to write for her for the
theatre, she was in love with the idea of a poet who would write her the perfect
piece of theatre for her stage
Susan: And that’s what one has to use to go forward. Harness that ether, there was
a2 time when the Moscow Art Theatre grabbed it and moved it forward but today
we are more holding on to this truth of expression rather than bringing it forward
or developing it.
Daniel: The reassuring part of the craft is when, through the work, one is able to
transcend situation and circumstance and touch people. There’s humanity to
acting that is universal
Susan: Yes, and that is called “greatness”. And for whatever reason we are able to
recognise itand go, “Oh, my god! There itis!” Like George Bernard Shaw when
he saw it up against all the glamour of Bernhardt, and he knew the difference in
a heartbeat. It’s universal to the point where anyone anyw here can go, “Aha,
that's greatness!”
Daniel: Thank you, Susan!
Susan: Always in the art!
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